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The role that a language plays in the acquisition of another language is a complex 
issue in language research and pedagogy, often influenced by cultural and socio-
political considerations. Through looking at the responses of 130 Singaporean 
Chinese to a project called the “Bilingual Approach to the Teaching of Chinese 
Language” announced by the Singapore Ministry of Education, the study reflects 
on language-culture relationship and language purity. In addition, a description of 
the respondents’ language attitudes towards Chinese-English bilingualism is 
provided. The methodology employed is both quantitative and qualitative, with 
data from surveys and in-depth interviews. The study also proposes some 
suggestions concerning implementation of the teaching approach in the classrooms.  
 
Using the results of this study, I have made some interesting observations 
concerning the language ideologies of Singaporean Chinese of different ages and 
different educational language streams. The study reveals that for the older 
generation, the English-educated are optimistic about the Bilingual Approach 
whereas the Chinese-educated have misgivings concerning the approach. It is also 
noted that the younger generation of Singaporean Chinese values highly the role of 
Chinese language in transmitting Chinese culture. However, they also see the 
pragmatic advantage of using a stronger language (in this case, English) to explain 
the weaker language. Their ambivalence can be symptomatic of a process of 
coming to terms with their bilingual profiles in Singapore’s society, where the 
 ix
‘mother tongue’ has been portrayed as the language of culture and English has been 
projected simply as a language for commercial and administrative reasons. The 
study has found that responses to the Bilingual Approach are most affected by the 
extent to which respondents feel that the English language can transmit Chinese 
culture and their belief in language purity. The study concludes with a call for a re-







1.1 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF SINGAPORE’S POLICY OF 
BILINGUALISM 
 
Singapore is a Southeast Asian country which has a population of around three 
million on 680 square kilometers of land (Pakir, 2000). Of its population, the 
Chinese form the majority (77%), with Malays (15%), Indians (7%) and other 
groups such as the Eurasians and Armenians (1%). Of its four official languages 
(Mandarin, Malay, Tamil and English), the first three languages are prescribed as 
the “mother tongue” of the Chinese, Malays and Indians respectively. English was 
designated the working language of the country as it did not belong to any of the 
three major ethnic groups and it is also a language of wider communication. 
Besides the official languages, other Malay languages of Indonesian origin, various 
Chinese dialects and South Asian ethnic languages are also spoken in Singapore. It 
has to be mentioned that reflecting informal usage in Singapore, the term “dialects” 
has been used in this study to refer to Chinese dialects such as Hokkien and 
Cantonese.  
The bilingual policy, effective since 1965, aims to develop each child to 
become bilingual and bi-literate in English and the child’s ascribed “mother 
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tongue”. The former Minister for Education Dr Tony Tan Keng Yam (1986) 
summarized the policy concisely:  
Our policy of bilingualism that each child should learn English and his 
mother tongue, I regard as a fundamental feature of our education 
system…Children must learn English so that they will have a window to the 
knowledge, technology and expertise of the modern world. They must know 
their mother tongues to enable them to know what makes us what we are.  
As Ang (1998) points out, bilingualism has distinctive connotations in the 
Singapore context. Singapore’s policy of bilingualism does not mean the same as 
what is commonly understood in academic discussions as “bilingual education”. 
The latter refers to education in two languages, with instruction given in both 
(Pakir, 2000). In Singapore’s education system, since 1987, English is the medium 
of instruction used to teach all curriculum subjects except the “mother tongue” 
subject. The “mother tongue” is a subject normally available at second language 
level. It is only in Special Assistance Schools and some other schools that 
languages are offered at first language level. In all cases, the “mother tongue” 
language is only used as the medium of instruction in “mother tongue” lessons.  
 Many researchers have pointed to the shift to English made especially by 
the younger generation in Singapore (Gupta, 1991; Pakir, 1995, 1998a). As Pakir 
(2000) points out, members of the younger generation are the immediate witnesses 
of the rise of English as a global force and hence are aware of the pragmatics of 
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knowing English. Besides the primary shift to English for the general Singapore 
population, there has been a secondary shift to Mandarin among the Chinese 
population (Xu et al., 1998; Ang, 1998). Xu et al. (1998) in their study of the 
Singapore Chinese community conclude that Mandarin will remain in competition 
on a bi-directional basis, with English and with the other Chinese dialects in 
increasing private use. As Pakir (2000) remarks, this phenomenon arises partly 
because the younger generation were being brought up to become bilingual in 
school languages which were not perhaps the home languages of their own parents 
or grandparents. It is the context of the rise of English in private use at home that 
necessitates the “Bilingual Approach to the Teaching of Chinese Language”, a new 
teaching approach adopted by the Singapore Ministry of Education since January 
2002. Before examining the motivations and features of this teaching approach, let 
me first provide a quick survey on how Chinese Language has been taught in 
Singapore. 
 
1.2 A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE TEACHING OF CHINESE 
LANGUAGE IN SINGAPORE  
 
Ang (1998)’s article provides a good account of the teaching of Chinese language 
in Singapore. Ang divides its history into four main stages: the teaching of Chinese 
to the early Chinese immigrants, during and after the revolution in China, during 
and after the Japanese Occupation, and before and after Singapore’s independence. 
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I will not go through each of these four stages in detail but will list the significant 
changes to provide us the context of Chinese language teaching in Singapore.  
  
The teaching of Chinese to early Chinese immigrants 
 
When Singapore became a British settlement after 1819, immigrants from China 
came to Singapore as traders or labourers. At this time, schooling depended on 
individual ethnic communities to set up their own schools and teach in the 
vernacular. Old-style Chinese schools were set up for the children of these Chinese 
immigrants. The textbooks were written in classical Chinese and Chinese dialects 
were used as the medium of instruction. It is interesting that Chinese dialects were 
once used as the medium of instruction, proving that the native language of most of 
the immigrants was not Mandarin Chinese but the Chinese dialects.  
 
The teaching of Chinese during and after the 1911 revolution in China 
 
As Chinese revolutionaries often visited Singapore during the 1911 revolution, 
many Chinese schools were set up under their influence. The teachers and 
textbooks used were from China. Chinese language teaching was hence very 
China-based. These schools also fostered Chinese culture, Chinese nationalism and 
patriotism. From this, it is clear that the link between Chinese schools (which were 
the only type of schools which taught Chinese language then) and Chinese culture, 
nationalism and patriotism is a historic one. The tradition of Chinese schools has 
since remained closely associated with that of Chinese culture and nationalism. 
 4
This could account for the strong attachment that the current older generation who 
were educated in Chinese schools have towards Chinese culture and nationalism.  
It was only after Mandarin was selected as the national language of the 
Republic of China in 1917 that the medium of instruction in Singapore Chinese 
schools was switched from the Chinese dialects to Mandarin. The move to select a 
national language out of many language varieties (in this study, I consider 
“language varieties” as separate languages which are mutually unintelligible) 
spoken by people in various parts of China was motivated by a desire to unite 
China. Mandarin was chosen because it was the most common language used in 
northern China which was the political, economic and cultural center of China at 
that time. Ever since, Mandarin has been the medium of instruction for Chinese 
language teaching in Singapore. It is noteworthy that the change of the medium of 
instruction was due to a political decision in China and not because the people in 
Singapore spoke Mandarin as their native language. In fact, the immigrants from 
China were mainly from the southeastern provinces of Fujian and Guangdong (Ang, 
1998) who spoke Chinese dialects instead of Mandarin.  
In 1918, post-primary Chinese education was developed. In 1919, textbooks 
written in colloquial Chinese replaced those written in classical Chinese. This move 
followed that which was done in China. Chinese language was introduced as an 
optional subject in English secondary schools in 1938. However, there were no 
textbooks and teaching methods specially designed for it.  
 5
During and after the Japanese Occupation 
 
In 1942, Japan successfully invaded Singapore and the British had to surrender 
Singapore to Japan. The Japanese Occupation gave the Chinese a heightened 
awareness of their ethnicity and a stronger allegiance towards China. The Chinese 
were treated severely by the Japanese as China itself had been at war with Japan 
since 1937. During the Japanese Occupation, Chinese Language (originally taught 
as a first language) was relegated to the status of a second language and 
subsequently disappeared from the school curriculum. With the surrender of the 
Japanese in 1945, British forces returned to Singapore. After World War II, many 
Chinese, in particular the Straits-born Chinese, decided to send their children to 
Chinese schools. Chinese schools sprang up throughout the island in the years 




The British felt that their interests would be best served by the English-educated 
elite. Thus, free education was only available in the English medium schools. The 
colonial masters also made provision for the transfer of bright pupils from mother 
tongue medium schools to English medium schools. In 1954, because of the student 
unrest in some Chinese medium schools which supported the communist cause, 
parents reconsidered the environment in which they wanted their children to be in. 
It was then that enrolment in English schools began to exceed that of the Chinese 
 6
schools and consequently, the number of pupils who learned Chinese as a second 




In 1959, the British granted internal self-government for Singapore. A few years 
later, in 1965, Singapore became an independent state. With the bilingual education 
policy introduced by the Singapore government and the rise of English as a 
common language for trade, an increasing number of parents sent their children to 
English medium schools, trusting that an English education would provide better 
career prospects. CL2 was made a compulsory subject in the Primary School 
Leaving Examination (PSLE) and in the School Certificate Examination (leaving 
examination at secondary level) in 1965 and 1969 respectively. The Ministry of 
Education also removed the Chinese classical texts and the Chinese-English 
translation section from the syllabus to lighten the load of the pupils studying CL2. 
It is interesting to note that there was initially a translation section in the syllabus, 
proving that the translation method was once recognized as a way of testing pupils’ 
understanding of Chinese. The translation method may be something that is worth 
looking into for the teaching and assessment purposes of the bilingual approach. 
However, I will not devote attention to it as it is not the focus of this study. 
  The CL2 national pass rate in the PSLE was below 50% in 1968. The 
findings of a Ministry of Education survey were that the low passing rate was 
probably due to the fact that both languages studied in schools were not the native 
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languages of the majority of the Chinese pupils as 90% of them spoke Chinese 
dialects (i.e. language varieties such as Hokkien, Teochew and Cantonese) with 
their families and friends. This in turn had affected their written Chinese. For 
example, they were unable to use the appropriate vocabulary to express themselves 
in writing. They also often spoke in incomplete sentences which were unacceptable 
in Mandarin sentence construction.  
Several measures were taken to improve this situation, among them being 
the introduction of the Hanyu Pinyin system (transliterating Chinese characters into 
letters of the English alphabet using phonetics) and the development of new 
instructional materials for primary and secondary schools which were launched in 
1980 and 1983 respectively. The passages in the textbooks included those with 
acceptable Chinese moral values and culture that did not portray Singapore 
negatively as well as topics on science, technology and customs of ASEAN 
countries. It is striking that at this point in time, there was already a concern that 
the Chinese moral values and culture should not clash with the interest of 
nationhood in Singapore. While there is a desire to connect with the Chinese values 
and culture, there is also a pertinent need to defend Singapore’s interest as an 
independent country. This is a tension that is present even till today as there are 
discussions on what “Asian values” and “Chinese values” really mean. This tension 
is potentially confusing as it adds complexity to who we (the Singaporean Chinese) 
really are.  
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 The Goh Keng Swee Report on Education in 1978 stated that 85% of 
Chinese children did not speak either Mandarin or English at home. More than 60% 
of them failed in one or both languages at the PSLE and GCE ‘Ordinary’ Level 
Examination. In addition, a Ministry of Education survey conducted in 1979 found 
that those who spoke only dialects at home fared the worst in their first and second 
language examinations in both the English and Chinese medium schools. These 
gave rise to a nation-wide “Speak Mandarin Campaign” held annually up till today. 
The objective in the initial years was to replace the use of Chinese dialects 
with Mandarin at home and in the community. The efforts of this campaign bore 
fruit. In 1987, 68% of the Primary 1 cohort of Chinese pupils spoke Mandarin at 
home. Only 12.5% spoke dialects at home. It is worthy to note that the government 
recognized that one major cause of the poor performance in Chinese language was 
due to the factor of the home language. What we need to recognize in our present 
situation is that many pupils do not perform well in Chinese because the language 
spoken at home is not Mandarin, but English. The rise in the domestic use of 
English is related to the spread of literacy in English through English-medium 
education. As Gupta (1994) observes, the use of English in Singapore’s highly 
competitive education system provides an incentive for parents to use English at 
home.  
While it would be impractical and detrimental to expect the government to 
eradicate English from the homes, there is a need to encourage Chinese as another 
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language to be spoken at home should the government really want to encourage 
Chinese language learning among the English-speaking community. This clearly 
takes efforts on the part of the government and more importantly on the parents 
themselves. To expect children to do well in Chinese simply as an examination 
subject rarely put into use is as unfeasible in the past as it is now.  
Besides promoting language learning of Mandarin, the Ministry of 
Education also wanted to promote ethical values such as politeness, honesty and 
kindness. This was done by publishing a syllabus for the teaching of Ethics in 
primary and secondary schools in 1959. Civics was taught in primary and 
secondary schools in place of Ethics in 1968. The main objective of the Civics 
syllabus was similar to that of Ethics, just that Civics aimed to inculcate the 
additional values of patriotism to Singapore and civic consciousness. The new 
Civics syllabus was introduced to all Malay, Tamil, Chinese and English-medium 
schools.  
In 1974, Education for Living (EFL) replaced the Civics programme for 
primary schools while secondary schools continued with the Civics syllabus. EFL 
combined Civics with History and Geography to help pupils understand and live in 
a rapidly changing society. Both EFL and Civics were taught in the mother tongue 
(Chinese/Malay/Tamil), the rationale being that “pupils would find it easier to 
understand their own cultural and historical heritage if these lessons were taught in 
their first language or mother tongue.” (Report on moral education, 1979) In 
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addition, moral values and attitudes were reinforced through language teaching by 
incorporating stories into the CL1/CL2 textbooks, though they were not as 
adequately covered in Malay or Tamil language textbooks.  
A Moral Education programme gradually replaced EFL and the Civics 
courses in the 1980’s. Since then, other changes have been made to the Moral 
Education programme but one thing remains unchanged and that is, Moral 
Education is taught in the mother tongue for primary schools. It is significantthat 
moral education in Singapore has always been closely associated with the mother 
tongue and is reinforced through language teaching.  
 From the years 1968-1978, there was a gradual disappearance of Chinese 
schools in Singapore. The process of replacing them with national-type schools, 
where Chinese pupils learnt English as a first language and Chinese as a second 
language, took place in 1987. In 1992, CL1, CL2 and CL3 were renamed Higher 
Chinese, Chinese and Basic Chinese (a subject taken by primary school students in 
EM3 stream) respectively. From 1995 onwards to the present day, more pupils are 
allowed to take Higher Chinese in secondary schools. In 1999, the Ministry 
announced that the pool of students offered Higher Chinese would be enlarged at 
both primary and secondary levels. The same applied to Higher Malay and Higher 
Tamil pupils. 
 The Chinese ‘B’ syllabus was also introduced in 2001 for secondary school 
and junior college students who despite additional support in school and beyond, 
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face exceptional difficulties coping with Chinese. This syllabus put higher 
weighting on practical communication skills rather than writing skills, with simpler 
texts and a smaller word list. The Ministry stated that “the objective of introducing 
the syllabus [was] to ease the learning process for these students, so as to keep 
them interested in the subject to facilitate the transmission of culture and values” 
(Ministry of Education Press Release, 27 October 1999).  
 In January 2004, the Ministry has also refined the eligibility criteria to allow 
more students to take the Mother Tongue 'B' syllabus in secondary schools where 
the students are unable to cope with their Mother Tongue despite putting in the 
effort. The refinements also allow more students to take Higher Mother Tongue at 
primary and secondary levels if they have an interest in doing so and will be able to 
benefit from learning the language at a higher level. The Ministry of Education 
explains that the changes are meant to promote greater flexibility and choice in the 
study of Mother Tongue Languages and are a recognition of the changing profile of 
Singapore society. In 2004, almost half of all Primary 1 students are from English-
speaking families. Moreover, from the academic year of 2004, Mother Tongue 
grades need not be included in the university score although there remains a 
minimum Mother Tongue grade for university admission. At this time of writing, 
the Ministry and the schools are also looking into innovative ways to make Chinese 
language teaching more lively and interesting.  
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 In this brief survey of the teaching of Chinese Language, we have seen that 
Chinese Language has been traditionally associated with Chinese culture and moral 
values. Over the years, Singapore has also dealt with the delicate issue of patriotism, 
downplaying the allegiance towards China and emphasizing nation-building in 
Singapore. We have also seen how the government has to a large extent 
successfully replaced the use of Chinese dialects with Mandarin at home while 
English is increasingly used in the public and private domain. With still a 
commitment to transmit Chinese values and culture, the government currently faces 
a challenge to promote Chinese Language learning amidst the rising tide of English 
usage at home.  
 
1.3 BACKGROUND OF THE BILINGUAL APPROACH 
 
The “Bilingual Approach to the Teaching of Chinese Language” was announced in 
January 2002 as a pilot project in four primary schools and one secondary school. 
This teaching approach was first mooted by Dr Goh Yeng Seng, an Associate 
Professor at the National Institute of Education in Singapore. Dr Goh is currently 
the Academic Advisor of the project. I have conducted an informal interview with 
him to obtain more information about the Bilingual Approach. I am thankful to him 
for furnishing me with articles in which he was interviewed by the media 
concerning the approach. The following description of the approach is largely 
based on these articles as Dr Goh was understandably constrained not to divulge 
details concerning the approach other than what has been released to the public. 
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Under this approach, in Chinese language lessons, Chinese is still the main 
medium of instruction but English is occasionally used to explain Chinese 
characters and learners are allowed to ask questions using English. Chinese 
Language teachers who are bilingual in both Chinese Language and English 
Language are selected to teach in the schools. This approach is a tool meant to help 
students at the initial stage of learning Chinese language. The Ministry pointed out 
that the use of English would be gradually reduced when the pupils who use 
Bilingual Approach as a supplementary approach to learn Chinese move to Primary 
3. This is to ensure that they will be able to do as well as pupils not on the Bilingual 
Approach (Ministry of Education Press Release, 23 February 2004). It aims to help 
students who come from English-speaking home environments and face extreme 
difficulties in learning Chinese. 
An evaluation of the pilot project by the Ministry of Education at the end of 
2003 revealed that the primary school pupils showed more enthusiasm during 
Chinese lessons and the Bilingual Approach improved communication between the 
students and the teachers. The result of the project at the secondary school was 
comparatively less satisfactory because by the time the approach was introduced, 
the students had lacked knowledge of too huge a pool of Chinese words to begin 
with. Thus, it was concluded that it was better to adopt the Bilingual Approach as 
early as possible. The success of this pilot project at the primary schools brought 
about an extension of the Bilingual Approach to seven more primary schools since 
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February 2004. The eleven primary schools presently adopting this approach have 
at least two-thirds of their pupils coming from English-speaking homes.  
Despite assurance from the Ministry that the Bilingual Approach would not 
lower the pupils’ Chinese language standard, the approach drew criticism from 
some members of the public that the use of English would compromise Chinese 
language standards and that English would be a “crutch” for pupils from English-
speaking homes (The Straits Times, 24 February 2004).  
 
1.4 AIM OF STUDY 
 
The study aims to examine responses of Singaporean Chinese to the “Bilingual 
Approach to the Teaching of Chinese Language” and what it reveals about 
language ideologies prevalent in Singapore. The language ideologies include issues 
such as language purity and the relationship between language and culture. 
Linguistic theories and research (especially in the area of second language 
acquisition) are drawn upon in the discussion.  
 
1.5 RATIONALE AND JUSTIFICATION OF STUDY 
 
1.  The bilingual approach may be a possible way to teach Mandarin as a 
second language for Singaporean Chinese children. 
 
According to Singapore Population Census 2000, the percentage of ethnic Chinese 
who have English as their main household language has increased from 19.2% in 
1990 to 23.9% in 2000. According to the census, about 35.8% of ethnic Chinese 
aged 5-14 years old use English as their main household language. Looking at the 
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trend, there is a possibility that in ten years’ time, English will become the main 
household language of ethnic Chinese here (Ya Zhou Zhou Kan, Volume 17 Issue 
20). Thus, increasingly, English will become the first language (L1) of many 
children and Mandarin will become the second language (L2) since they will be 
exposed to English since birth. It is therefore necessary to cater to the needs of 
those who have English as their L1 and Mandarin as their L2.  
 Generally, the acquisition of one language from birth and the other 
language after three years old is considered second language acquisition (Foster-
Cohen, 2001). We can see this phenomenon in Singapore whereby many 
households in Singapore only speak English at home and the children’s main 
exposure to the Chinese language comes from schooling. This necessitates a 
change in pedagogy since we will be dealing with a group of learners for whom 
Mandarin will be a L2. It is therefore useful to consider the bilingual approach as a 
possible way of teaching the Chinese language to L2 learners and to gather some of 
the public’s responses towards this approach. 
 
2.  Objections to bilingual approach reveal language ideologies. 
Singapore’s language situation provides a fertile ground for investigating issues 
related to language identity and culturebecause the term “mother tongue” is highly 
politicized here. As it is used officially, the term ‘mother tongue’ refers to the 
language of one’s official ethnic group. Everyone’s ‘mother tongue’ is prescribed 
according to one’s father’s ethnicity. For example, the ‘mother tongue’ of a 
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‘Chinese’ is Mandarin, regardless of whether the person speaks the language or 
identifies with the language. There is also an ideological notion that Race = 
Language = Culture. Languages that are accorded the status of ‘mother tongue’ are 
automatically languages of culture and identity and they are languages of “good 
values” (Bokhorst-Heng, 1999a: 240). On the other hand, the government has 
portrayed English as playing a “neutral role as the language for commerce and for 
inter-ethnic communication” (Bokhorst-Heng, 1999a: 254). The notion that mother 
tongues are languages of culture is evidently present in the findings of my study 
which showed that the Chinese-educated and the teens viewed Mandarin as a 
cultural vehicle and they felt that the transmission of Chinese culture would be 
hampered by the Bilingual Approach. The results of my study will be discussed in 
greater detail in Chapter 4.  
For some people in the Chinese community, to use English to help teach the 
Chinese language would then be tantamount to contaminating the good culture of 
Chinese and deculturalizing the people. It is also seen as an invasion of the 
Chinese-using  classroom space, especially since English is already the medium of 
education in all the other subjects in school. Thus, according to media reports (The 
Straits Times, 6 March 2003 and Ya Zhou Zhou Kan, Volume 17 Issue 20), these 
members of the Chinese community responded quite negatively to the bilingual 
approach of using English to help teach Chinese. The language ideologies here 
seem to be a “purist” view of language (as will be explained in section 2.4) and 
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language is seen as necessarily linked to race and culture. Studies which explore 
these language-culture issues will be discussed in Chapter 2. Age-related 
differences are expected to be observed in relation to these language issues since 
the older generation were brought up in a different sociolinguistic situation from 
the younger generation and some had also received education in a different 
language stream. These will be discussed in Chapter 4. 
 
1.6 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF METHODOLOGY 
 
The main method used in this study is surveying. Questionnaire surveys 
investigating responses to the bilingual approach were given out to 130 
Singaporean Chinese aged between 13 and 66. These were divided into four main 
groups: 
1) those aged 13-19  
2) those aged 20-39  
3) those aged 40 and above who were educated in English medium schools 
4) those aged 40 and above who were educated in Chinese medium schools 
 
Each group consisted of at least 30 people. The gender ratio in each group 
was generally balanced. The questionnaire collected information of the 
respondents’ linguistic and educational background as well as other general 
information. It asked them for their views concerning issues about language and 
culture, factors contributing to language acquisition and their responses towards the 
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bilingual approach. The items in the questionnaire included both closed-items 
(mainly likert-scale items) and open-ended items to elicit more information 
regarding their views. Elaboration on specific aims of the survey, the construction 
and administration of the survey are provided in the chapter on Methodology. 
Besides questionnaires, exploratory face-to-face interviews, press cuttings and 
policy statements are also referred to in the discussion. A copy of the questionnaire 
and a collection of press cuttings and policy statements related to the “Bilingual 




A higher proportion of the younger generation is likely to react more positively to 
this bilingual approach. The younger generation is also likely to devalue the role 
that Chinese language plays in transmitting Chinese culture. However, I would 
expect that there would still be a high proportion of the younger generation who 
may be resistant to this approach. This may be due to factors such as a “purist” 
view of language or a relatively high proficiency in both languages and hence, not 
seeing the need of catering to those with lower proficiency in one of the languages.  
 
1.8 CLOSING REMARKS 
 
Through analyzing the Bilingual Approach and the responses it evokes in the 
general public, it is hoped that this study will reveal the intimate interplay between 
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language ideologies and receptiveness to a language teaching approach. This study 




























As this study is concerned with responses to the Bilingual Approach, studies which 
have looked at bilingual teaching approaches in other parts of the world will be 
examined. These studies are mainly concerned with the functions and effects of the 
bilingual approach from a pedagogical point-of-view. However, as I have pointed 
out in Chapter 1, issues other than those related to pedagogy affect people’s 
receptiveness to the Bilingual Approach. Hence, in subsequent sections of this 
chapter, I will examine topics such as the relationship between language and 
culture, and language purity, relating them to the Singapore context wherever 
relevant. Finally, I will look at the findings of a major sociolinguistic survey (Xu et 
al., 1998) on the Singaporean Chinese community.  
 
2.1 THE BILINGUAL TEACHING APPROACH IN OTHER 
GEOGRAPHICAL AREAS 
 
The Bangor Study (Garrett et al., 1994) looks at Mother Tongue (MT) use in two 
UK bilingual settings, Welsh/English setting in Wales and Punjabi/English setting 
in Lancashire. In rural Wales, Welsh has a high status and is the language of 
instruction in Welsh-medium schools. In Lancashire, Punjabi has a low status and 
is little used in school. In The Bangor Study, Welsh and Punjabi primary school 
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children were taught L2 English writing in their respective MTs. The pre-writing 
activities were conducted in their MTs. These pre-writing activities included 
brainstorming, discussion, sequencing and formulation of ideas relevant to topic 
composition.  
For each population (Welsh and Punjabi), an experimental group’s 
performance was compared with that of a control group which went through the 
pre-writing activities in English. For the groups which received MT pre-writing 
activation, there was a definite improvement in attitudes which involved self, ethnic 
identity and school. However, language-based attitudes (towards English, mother-
tongue and bilingualism) remained unaffected. The effect of policy on attitude is 
important as “[a]ny policy for language, especially in the system of education, has 
to take account of the attitude of those likely to be affected.” (Lewis, 1981:262). 
There was no measurable improvement in the writing of the experimental groups. 
Nevertheless, L2 writing did not deteriorate as a result of using L1. The authors 
argued that the absence of change in language-based attitudes and L2 writing 
performance might be due to the short time-span of the experiment (a three-month 
intervention period) as the attitudes and writing performance might change too 
slowly for change to be measurable within this period. The fact that the results were 
largely uniform in Wales and Lancashire suggests that regardless of the status of 
the MT, as long as it is used to help teach L2, it can improve attitudes, in particular 
self-esteem and pride in one’s culture and identity. 
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 Let us go on to look at the situations in some Southeast Asian countries. 
James (1996) stated that in Brunei, a great deal of Brunei Malay (the L1 of most 
Bruneians) is used at school. It is used by teachers (when inspectors’ backs are 
turned) to explain meanings which most Bruneian children do not understand when 
they are expressed in Bahasa Melayu or English.  
Canagarajah’s study (1995) looks at the use of L1 in the classes of 24 
secondary school ESL teachers in Jaffna (Sri Lanka). The data in this study comes 
from observations of classroom teaching by the 24 teachers who represent a 
balanced selection of schools in rural and urban areas in Jaffna. In the study, 
teachers of English as a second language found to “their surprise and dismay” 
(Canagarajah 1995: 173) that they were using far more Tamil in their classrooms 
than they would like. Many of these teachers would have liked the medium of 
instruction to be ‘English only’ by their training and preference. They did not 
realize that they were using Tamil in the classroom until they were pointed to such 
instances from recorded data. Upon realization, they were usually apologetic and 
attributed the use of Tamil to the students’ low proficiencies in English or the 
linguistic demands of a particular lesson. As we can see, in both Brunei and Jaffna, 
it is not an official policy to use L1 to teach L2. Yet teachers of L2 use L1 to do so, 
consciously or subconsciously. We see that there seems to be a need for using L1 to 
teach L2 and also that there is a dilemma between what is preferable by policy and 
what is necessary in practice.  
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 Canagarajah explores the micro- and macro- functions of codeswitching in 
the classroom. He considers code alternation across utterances, within utterances 
and borrowings as codeswitching. The micro-functions of codeswitching include 
classroom management and content transmission. The teacher manages the class by 
using English for instructing and Tamil for affective expressions and asides. The 
students are sensitive to this splitting and read the cues of the teacher to orientate 
their classroom behaviour. To transmit content, the teacher often uses Tamil to 
define new English vocabulary items and to explain and reinforce what is taught 
through repetition and reformulation. 
 The macro-functions of codeswitching include training students for the 
social and communicative life in the larger society and sustaining the modes of 
bilingualism in the speech community. The codeswitching is a reflection of how 
teachers and students manage their identities as members or aspiring members of a 
cosmopolitan anglicised discourse community and members of the Tamil 
vernacular community. They use English in situations clearly framed as 
pedagogical such as interactions strictly demanded by the textbook and lesson. In 
other situations such as personalized or unofficial interactions, they shift to Tamil 
to express their vernacular solidarity.  
Moreover, as Canagarajah (1995:192) notes, “the flexible use of Tamil 
enables the class to bridge the gulf between the home and school, cultural 
knowledge and academic knowledge.” More importantly, codeswitching prepares 
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the students for the actual form of bilingualism in this society. The use of solely 
English in the Jaffna community is restricted to highly formal contexts such as 
formal meetings. As Canagarajah (1995: 192) puts it, “[t]eaching them ‘pure’ 
English is misleading or useless, as there are few informal contexts for extensive 
use of solely English in the contemporary Jaffna society.” In fact, he argues that the 
codeswitched classroom is more in keeping with the principles of communicative 
approach compared to a legalistic use of English.  
 Of course, the situations in Brunei and Jaffna are different from that in 
Singapore in some aspects. The L1 that they are using (Brunei Malay and Tamil) 
are vernacular languages which are widely used by the populations and comparable 
in prestige to the L2 (English) (Canagarajah, 1995; James, 1996). This could 
possibly account for why the use of L1 does not seem to harm learning in the L2 
classroom since L2 does enjoy a certain amount of prestige. As for Singapore, the 
L1 (English for those students from English-speaking families) is higher in prestige 
to the L2 (Chinese) (James, 1998). So, there is a fear that the use of L1 will 
threaten the learning of L2. Although the implications of the Brunei and Jaffna 
studies cannot be totally applied to the Singapore context, there are still insights to 
be gained from these studies.  
For example, these studies point to a need for L1 to be used in teaching L2, 
whether this need is made official or is consciously recognised among teachers and 
students. Also, it is noted that in the Jaffna situation, codeswitching in fact prepares 
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students for the real form of bilingualism in the outside world. Though the form of 
bilingualism in Jaffna would differ from the one in Singapore, they are similar in 
the sense that in both areas, there are few informal contexts for the sole use of L2 in 
the society. In Singapore, the appearance of codeswitched utterances in informal 
conversations is a common phenomenon and indeed, research has proved 
codeswitching to be one of the linguistic characteristics of a bilingual (De Houwer, 
1995). Hence, it would be more realistic to use codeswitching in the classroom to 
reflect the linguistic practices of the real world outside of the classroom and make 
the language that is taught in the classroom more relevant to the learners’ lives, 
rather than just being a ‘classroom language’.  
 Although I have argued that some of the insights from these studies can be 
applied to Singapore, we must be sensitive to the context specific to Singapore. 
Savignon (1991:265) puts it clearly, “diverse sociopolitical contexts mandate not 
only a diverse set of language learning goals, but a diverse set of teaching 
strategies”. As James (1996: 256) concludes, “one should cease to expect imported 
solutions which do not exist”. It is with this in mind that a reasonable portion of the 
literature review section is devoted to discussing issues specific to the Singapore 
context.  
 
2.2 RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN LANGUAGE AND CULTURE 
 
Before turning our attention to the Singapore context, we must find out what are the 
stakes involved in adopting the bilingual teaching approach. As the name of the 
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policy “Bilingual Approach to the Teaching of Chinese Language” suggests, it is 
meant as a teaching method in education. However, the issues involved in the 
approach are not purely ‘educational’ or intellectual in nature. Some news articles 
regarding the bilingual approach as a pilot project in some schools speak of the 
issues involved in this approach. Many in the Chinese community felt that the 
approach was a ‘humiliation’ and would only lower the standard of Chinese 
language further (The Straits Times, 6 March 2003 and Ya Zhou Zhou Kan, 
Volume 17 Issue 20).  
Surely, the issues involved here are more than that of a linguistic nature and 
indeed the announcement of this pilot project also turned the spotlight on a related 
topic - what it means to be a Chinese and whether it is mandatory for a Chinese to 
know Chinese language. Of course, there are no short answers to these issues. 
However, they are issues that we must address and consider in implementing this 
approach. In the paragraphs to follow, I will talk about the relationship between 
language and culture in general and the implications of that relationship in 






Oksaar (1989) shows how bilingual speakers may potentially range across 

















Figure 1. The relationship between language and culture 
As illustrated, culture A (CA) corresponds to language A (LA); culture B (CB) to 
language B (LB) and culture X (CX) , in between the two and containing features 
of A and B, to a bilingual norm which is neither exclusively A nor B. For example, 
in Belgium, where French and Dutch are in contact, most French speakers behave 
in certain Dutch cultural ways, making them identifiably distinct from speakers in 
France and reflecting a Belgian CX feature resulting from languages/cultures in 
contact. Dutch politeness requires someone to say the verbal equivalent of “please” 
when one hands something over to a person. Most Belgian French speakers, 
regardless of whether they know Dutch or not, say “S’il vous plait” (translation 
equivalent of “please”) in the circumstances whereas people from France do not do 
so. The Belgian use of “S’il vous plait” reflects the close relationship between 
language and culture.  
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 While Oksaar’s framework is useful in the sense that it illustrates how new 
cultures may emerge out of the cultures in contact, it is still rather simplistic in the 
sense that it assumes that there is a specific culture corresponding to a specific 
language (e.g. CA-LA and CB-LB) to begin with. As Fishman (2002: 15) points 
out, “the bulk of the human population was and had always been bi- (or multi-) 
lingual”. As such, we will expect cultures such as CX to be the norm which do not 
neatly correspond to a single language so to speak. Nevertheless, Oksaar’s view 
does bring out the fluid nature of bilingualism. Bilingual communities infuse 
different aspects of cultures commonly associated with different languages in a 
unique combination which may fluctuate over time according to the types and 
degrees of language contact. 
 As Beardsmore (1998: 86) emphasizes, “by definition bilingualism is 
unstable”. Bilingualism normally implies linguistic compartmentalization, both on 
an individual and a societal level. Such compartmentalization shifts across time, 
according to the needs (social, geographical, economic and political) of both the 
society and its members. Within the individual, bilingual usage and competence 
may shift over time. Policy making in the area of bilingual education which reflect 
language planning priorities, can affect the stability of the compartmentalization, 
both on individual and societal levels. For example, bilingual education policies 
which focus on the use of a particular language in an aspect of life may encourage 
individuals as well as the society in general to use the language in that specific 
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aspect. However, policy makers are not always clear on the cultural implications of 
their bilingual programmes and they may not dare to bring these implications out 
into the open for fear of political ramifications. Indeed cultural issues in 
bilingualism have been an area of concern for researchers but have been hardly 
recognized and given due attention in the discussion of bilingual policies by the 
policy makers. Policy makers would have to consider and address the cultural 
implications of their bilingual programmes across generations who may differ in 
cultural perceptions and linguistic profiles. In this study, I will endeavour to delve 
into the linguistic profiles and cultural perceptions of Singaporean Chinese of 
different ages and see how these affect their receptiveness towards the bilingual 
approach of teaching Chinese.  
 As was mentioned earlier, there may not be a neat correspondence between 
a language and a culture, especially in the light that multi-cultural societies have 
become the norm. Fitouri’s (1983) identification of four potential types of person 
provides further support to this view:  
 
1. monocultural monolinguals 
2. monocultural bilinguals 
3. bicultural bilinguals 
4. bicultural monolinguals 
(cited in Beardsmore 1998: 87) 
 
 30
Monocultural monolinguals may be very rare as most societies are 
multilingual. However, a group of speakers in some multicultural societies may still 
choose to confine themselves to their own world and ignore the cultural and 
linguistic input from other groups. In Singapore, this may be the least significant 
group as the nature of the population being confined to a small area and the 
government policies (e.g. in areas such as housing and education) make it very 
difficult to totally ignore the cultural and linguistic input from other groups. 86% of 
Singaporeans live in public housing flats (Ministry of National Development). The 
Ethnic Integration Policy maintains prescribed block and neighbourhood 
proportions for each ethnic group in public housing estates (Housing Development 
Board). With such a policy, Singaporeans of different ethnic groups do come into 
contact with one another in their living vicinity. Furthermore, from 1987 onwards, 
the Ministry of Education decided to teach English as the first language in all 
schools and officially ended the four streams of education (Xu & Li, 2002). With 
the closure of ethnic schools, children from all ethnic groups attend the same 
national schools with their Mother Tongues taught as a second language.  
Monocultural bilinguals tend to be adult learners of foreign languages 
studying in the home country. This category may be applicable to some foreigners 
who are studying in Singapore who develop dual language abilities but stick rigidly 
to monocultural values and attitudes.  
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Bicultural bilinguals have bilingual competence such that they can function 
in two linguistic communities and can appreciate the culture of both groups. This 
group exists in Singapore, though the worry is that their bilingual and bicultural 
competence may not be high enough. Presently, the ideal aim for Singapore’s 
government is to increase the number of bicultural bilinguals. In a speech given at 
the International Conference on National Boundaries and Cultural Configurations, 
Senior Minister Lee Kuan Yew expressed that Singapore needs “a bilingual as well 
as bicultural group of key players” (23 June 2004). This holds true especially with 
regards to the Chinese culture and Indian culture since China and India are rising 
economies in the world (The Straits Times, 2 June 2004).  
Singapore hopes to produce bilinguals who have knowledge of both the 
Chinese language (or Indian language) and the English language as well as their 
respective cultures. For instance, Senior Minister Lee Kuan Yew mentioned that 
Singapore’s education system must be able to produce about 200 students each year 
who “must not only be able to speak and write Chinese but also have a deep 
understanding of its culture and history to be able to connect with China's leaders” 
(The Straits Times, 2 June 2004). It is worth mentioning that while English has 
mostly been projected as a ‘neutral’ language learnt for instrumental purposes, it 
assumes a ‘cultural’ association in the sense of  “Western economic and managerial 
practices” (SM Lee’s conference speech, 23 June 2004). It seems that the term 
‘bicultural’ now acquires a special meaning as used by the Singapore leader to 
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specifically refer to the way of doing business. Calls to groom a future group of 
bicultural elite to engage in China’s economy also point out that Singaporean 
Chinese have not been practising the same Chinese culture as that practised in 
China. Certainly Singaporean Chinese have not been doing business the way 
mainland Chinese do. While it is reasonable that Singaporean Chinese have to 
understand the culture and language of those whom they are doing business with, 
they have to remember that it is not “their” culture after all. As Singaporeans are 
encouraged to understand cultures which are not practised in Singapore, there is a 
need to ensure that Singaporeans still have a strong sense of who they are. 
Bicultural monolinguals speak only one language but can appreciate 
cultural phenomena embedded in two language communities. Second-generation 
children of migrants to Europe or Australia sometimes belong to this category, in 
that they do not speak the language of their parents but their home environment 
contains familiar cultural aspects of behaviour embedded in their parents’ language. 
There may be more bicultural monolinguals in Singapore as the number of English-
speaking homes is on the rise and children who come from these homes speak only 
English. Nevertheless, these monolinguals still practise certain aspects of the 
culture associated with their “mother tongue”. One thing of greater worry to the 
ethnic communities is that this group of bicultural monolinguals will dwindle in the 
future and the group of monocultural monolinguals would be on the rise, especially 
with the emphasis on English language and the Ministry of Education’s policy that 
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the ethnic languages need not be compulsory school subjects for some students. 
Students who have a clearly diagnosed disability and Singaporeans who re-enter 
the education system after living overseas for a significant period of time can be 
considered for an exemption from Mother Tongue (Ministry Of Education Press 
Release, 9 January 2004).  
Beardsmore (1998) adds a fifth category of person, i.e. acculturated 
bilinguals. They are people who undergo disorientation brought about by cultures 
in conflict. These people have difficulties reconciling the two cultures embodied in 
the different languages with which they were confronted. Singapore has exercised 
great sensitivity in avoiding cultural clashes in its policy and planning. However, as 
Beardsmore points out, the preoccupations of the Chinese-educated about Chinese 
cultural values are subtle manifestations of its emergence. There seems to be a 
desire among the Chinese-educated to reconcile the need for high proficiency in 
English without significantly losing ethnic language proficiency and cultural values.  
Beardsmore (1998) points out that identifying the five types of people in 
Singapore will be a preliminary step towards investigating the cultural component 
in language management. It will be helpful to know the nature of their linguistic 
and cultural competence and their statistical significance in Singapore. The present 
study does not set out to reach these aims as its priorities lie with looking at the 
responses of Singaporean Chinese towards the bilingual approach and the reasons 
underlying their responses. However, it is anticipated that linguistic background 
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and cultural beliefs, among other things, are factors which will affect their 
responses. Hence, my study does collect some information regarding their 
linguistic background and cultural beliefs. It is hoped that these will help to inform 
future studies which may set out to investigate the linguistic and cultural 
competence of Singaporean Chinese.  
In all, Fitouri’s classification has shown us that knowing a language does 
not necessarily mean that one will know and appreciate the culture associated with 
that language. Fishman (1989: 471) remarks, “maintenance of the language is not 
enough for maintenance of the culture, but maintenance of a culture is impossible 
without maintenance of its language.” Fitouri’s classification (the group of 
monocultural bilinguals) seems to support the first part of the quotation that 
maintenance of the language is not enough for maintenance of the culture. His 
classification (the group of bicultural monolinguals) seems to call into question the 
second part of the quotation that maintenance of a culture is impossible without 
maintenance of its language. Of course, one way of dealing with it is to argue that 
on an individual level, maintenance of a culture is possible without language 
maintenance but on a societal level, maintenance of a culture is impossible without 
maintenance of its language on a long-term basis.  
Beardsmore (1998) points out that too much burden has been placed on 
education to handle cultural issues. As he puts it simply, “ Mandarin, Tamil and 
Malay merely taught as subjects will not prevent further language shift to English” 
 35
(1998: 93). He is also quick to add that even a fully developed bilingual programme 
might not arrest language and cultural shift, though it could delay the process. 
Indeed, it seems that policy-making in the area of education in Singapore has been 
used as the battle site for conflicting cultural issues. This is reflected in newspaper 
articles such as “2B or not 2B, that is the ?: The Politics of Language” (The Sunday 
Times, 27 October 1991), featuring the conflict between the English-educated and 
the Chinese-educated. The recent policies of offering an easier syllabus ‘B’ of 
mother tongues as subjects in schools and the bilingual approach of teaching 
mother tongues have aroused fierce debates as well. As Beardsmore (1998: 97) puts 
it, “there should be no illusions about the role that the schools alone can play”. We 
need to know what educational and social factors the schools can or cannot 
manipulate to produce maximum bilingual/bicultural outcomes.  
With the above point in mind, I turn to Skutnabb-Kangas’ (1987) theoretical 
construct (quoted in Beardsmore, 1998) for analysing the cultural component in 
bilingual development. Cultural competence is defined as comprising of four 
components, namely knowledge, feelings, behaviour and metacultural awareness. 
Knowledge is a cognitive feature which covers information (such as language, 
history, traditions, institutions) about the relevant cultures. An analysis of textbooks 
and teaching practice in Chinese language reveals that Singapore has concentrated 
on this component of cultural competence. However, this is not enough to 
guarantee cultural affiliation.  
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Feelings are an affective component which refers to attitudes towards, and 
identification with, a culture. This component is present in Singapore, especially 
among the Chinese-educated with regards to the Chinese language and Chinese 
dialects. However, the shift towards English dominance across generations may 
weaken the component and may even shift the affective component to English 
language and its associated culture, especially among the younger generation.  
Behaviour refers to the capacity to act in a culturally appropriate way. It is 
still present in Singapore, transmitted within families. However, with the so-called 
anglicanization of Singapore society, there is a shift away from traditional Chinese 
core values, such as filial piety among the Singaporean Chinese here. Metacultural 
awareness refers to an understanding that cultures are distinct. The multi-ethnic 
composition of Singapore society makes this awareness inevitable and crucial for 
societal harmony. In all, Chinese language education in Singapore has been 
focusing on the knowledge component, in the hope that it will generate the 
affective and behavioural components as by-products while still maintaining 
metacultural awareness and respect for other cultures. However, this does not seem 
to be happening among the younger generation of Singaporean Chinese, especially 
with regards to the affective and behavioural components, which is an area of 
concern to the Chinese community here. While this is a legitimate concern, it seems 
too unrealistic to expect education to resolve the issues.  
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In conclusion, there are no clear-cut answers with regards to the cultural 
aspect of bilingual education. What policy-makers and the public need to realize is 
the scope and limit of what education can and cannot do to resolve these cultural 
issues and at the same time, to pay attention to other environmental factors to help 
them achieve their desired goal, if there is a common one to begin with.  
 
2.3 ‘NEUTRAL LANGUAGE’ AND ‘MOTHER TONGUE’ IN  
SINGAPORE 
 
Having discussed the complex relationship between language and culture, let us 
examine how this relationship has been managed and projected in Singapore. A key 
term to explore is “Mother Tongue” as it is a term often used in Singapore’s 
educational policies. 
To different people, the term ‘mother tongue’ may mean different things. 
Even in the field of linguistics, there is no single clear notion of ‘mother tongue’. 
Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson (1989) list four criteria for the definition of 
‘mother tongue’. They are shown in the table below.  
 
Criteria  Definition 
origin the language(s) one learned first 
competence the language(s) one knows best 
function the language(s) one uses most 
identification (internal) 
identification (external) 
the language(s) one identifies with 
the language(s) one is identified as a native speaker by 
others 
Table 1 Definitions of Mother Tongue(s) 
 
(Skutnabb-Kangas 1981:84 quoted in Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson 1989: 453) 
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Although Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson admit that the same person can have 
different mother tongues, depending on which definition is used, they seem to give 
preference to two particular definitions. They state that “[i]t is with reference to the 
definitions by origin and identification that the concept ‘mother tongue’ should be 
understood in any declaration of linguistic rights…” (1989: 455). They define 
mother tongue primarily as the language(s) one has learnt first and identifies with. 
They claim that the criteria of competence and function are the results of 
political decisions. A person may know another language better than his mother 
tongue because he has not been offered the opportunity to learn the mother tongue 
in institutional settings. Similarly, a person may use another language more often 
than his mother tongue because he may not be able to choose freely what 
language(s) he would like to use in institutions. Although such concerns which 
focus on the subjugation of the speakers may be legitimate, this form of argument 
may be rather circular. The same argument can be applied to the definitions based 
on origin and identification. The language(s) that one learned first is/are due to 
social circumstances which are consequences of political decisions as well. 
Similarly, the criteria of identification can be seen as a result of political decisions 
as well. The language(s) that one identifies with or is identified as a native speaker 
by others may be dependent on the language(s) that one are exposed to in his 
surroundings and other people’s perceptions which are subjective. If we were to 
employ Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson’s criterion of external identification in 
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defining the mother tongue, it would raise various problems. For example, others 
may not identify a group of people as native speakers of a language whereas the 
group may consider the language as their mother tongue. As Gupta (1994: 18) 
notes, “[t]here is a widespread use of the term ‘native speaker of English’ (not only 
in Singapore) to mean a speaker of an ‘old’ variety of English, which as applied 
can lead to a distinction between white ‘native speakers’ and non-white ‘non-
native’ speakers, regardless of personal biography.” Gupta (1994) also points out 
that the concept of native speaker is problematic outside a monolingual context. For 
example, there are no archetypical Singaporean native speakers of any language in 
Singapore. Therefore, Singaporeans often hesitate to identify themselves as native 
speakers of any language, even though they may be very proficient in the language. 
As I have shown, the definition of ‘mother tongue’ is problematic in the field of 
linguistics. 
The issue of ‘mother tongue’ is further confounded in the Singapore context. 
Laying aside the above-mentioned problems with the notion of ‘mother tongue’ in 
linguistics, following the definitions based on origin and identification, Colloquial 
Singapore English (CSE) may be considered a ‘mother tongue’ for many 
Singaporean speakers of English. Following Gupta’s definition, I am using CSE to 
refer to the contact variety of English which has features from other languages used 
in Singapore. In using the term CSE, I am distinguishing it from the popular term 
Singlish, commonly used for the English used by people who have poor proficiency 
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in English. Proficient speakers of English may choose to speak CSE in an informal 
context. Gupta (1994: 7) comments that “[n]early all those children who have learnt 
English from birth will have [CSE], rather than StdE, as their native language.”. 
This is because it is usually CSE that is spoken in the home to young children, so 
CSE is the language they acquire first. In terms of identification, Gupta (1994: 48) 
also remarks “[CSE] is coming to perform in Singapore the role of an identity 
marker rather than that of a half-learnt version of Standard English.” CSE has 
become a language of primary expression to identify with a community and to 
express solidarity functions. CSE expresses “national, rather than ethnic, identity, 
and is now the major inter-ethnic link language” (Gupta, 1994: 50). Nevertheless, 
the worry is that the native speakers of CSE in Singapore may not have a command 
of Standard English (Gupta, 1994). I shall not dwell on this concern as it is not the 
focus of this study. For the purpose of this study, we just need to be mindful that 
there exist native speakers of English in Singapore, regardless of which variety they 
speak.  
By Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson’s definitions of ‘mother tongue’, CSE 
can be a possible candidate for consideration as a ‘mother tongue’ of many 
speakers in Singapore since almost half of all Primary 1 pupils speak English at 
home (The Straits Times, 24 February 2004). However, the Singapore government 
may not be keen to acknowledge CSE as a ‘mother tongue’ which may in turn 
affect the speakers’ own identification with CSE. In fact, as Gupta (1994: 14-15) 
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points out, “Singaporeans almost never identify themselves as native speakers of 
English. This term is usually reserved for a white person from a traditionally 
English-speaking country, regardless of personal history”. This may be a result of 
the Singapore government’s policy of allocating languages according to ethnicities 
such that Singaporeans, by virtue of their ethnicity, can never legitimately claim 
themselves to be native speakers of English. As Gupta (1994: 117) notes, 
“[l]anguage is highly politicized in Singapore.” Thus, in understanding the 
government’s language policy, we need to be aware that “terms acquire a particular 
definition within the sociopolitical system” (Gupta, 1994: 118). Of course, the term 
‘native speaker of English’ is used to distinguish between white ‘native’ speakers 
and non-white ‘non-native’ speakers not only by the Singapore government. On a 
visit to Singapore in 1985-86, Sir Randolph Quirk referred to Singapore as having 
‘English as a foreign language’ and to Singaporeans as ‘non-native speakers’ 
(quoted in Gupta, 1994: 18). Linguists as well as politicians tend to associate 
‘mother tongue’ or ‘native language’ with ethnicities. This assumption has to be 
questioned especially in multilingual countries, in which people may have acquired 
more than one language from birth and these languages may be different from the 
ones commonly associated with their ethnicities.  
As it is used officially in Singapore, the term ‘mother tongue’ refers to the 
language of one’s official ethnic group, prescribed according to one’s father’s 
ethnicity (Bokhorst-Heng, 1999a). For example, the ‘mother tongue’ of a ‘Chinese’ 
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is Mandarin, regardless of whether the person is a speaker of the language or 
identifies with the language. Within this framework, English (in this case, CSE) 
cannot be regarded as a mother tongue. There are only three official ‘mother 
tongues’ in Singapore, which are Mandarin, Malay and Tamil since there are only 
three broad divisions of ethnic groups in Singapore (the Chinese, the Malays and 
the Indians). As Bokhorst-Heng (1999a: 235) points out, “the development of 
language meaning in Singapore is much intertwined with the imagining of the 
nation…this discourse is more about homogeneity within each ethnic community 
rather than heterogeneity within the nation”.  
The Singapore government also presents the cultural and identity arguments 
in its definition of ‘mother tongue’. However, it does not give its people the choice 
to decide which language(s) they identify with. The arguments are that languages 
which are accorded the status of ‘mother tongue’ are automatically languages of 
culture and identity and they are languages of “good values” (Bokhorst-Heng, 
1999a: 240). The problem with this is that Mandarin was prescribed as the “mother 
tongue” for the ethnic Chinese, even though Mandarin was identified as such for 
only 0.1 percent of the Chinese community in the 1957 census (Bokhorst-Heng, 
1999a). As Bokhorst-Heng (1999a: 250) notes, it was dialect-speaking parents and 
grandparents that played an active role in transmitting culture and values and 
“dialects, not Mandarin, were seen as necessary for intimacy, for culture and roots, 
for family and clan identity, and as the true mother-tongue”. The aim of prescribing 
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Mandarin as the ‘mother tongue’ for the ethnic Chinese was to unify the Chinese 
community (Puroshotam, 1998). According to Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong who 
gave a speech for the Speak Mandarin Campaign (SMC) aimed at encouraging 
Singaporean Chinese to speak Mandarin, “[f]or the Chinese community our aim 
should be a single people, speaking the same primary language, that is, Mandarin, 
possessing a distinct culture and a shared past…” (SMC speech, 1991).  
It is problematic when one considers the logic of it. A language is 
prescribed as your ‘mother tongue’ and you are supposed to identify with it and its 
associated culture. Lee Kuan Yew states that “[t]he ultimate test (of the success of 
the SMC) is whether Mandarin is spoken at home between parents and their 
children. That is the meaning of mother tongue” (The Straits Times, 26 October 
1981). Instead of allowing free choice of your ‘mother tongue’ on the grounds of 
the language which you use at home and identify with, the government urges you to 
use the prescribed ‘mother tongue’ at home and identify with it. This is not logical 
and it could account for the lack of interest in learning Chinese (especially before 
the rise of China) among Singaporean Chinese as there may be no personal 
motivation to learn it on the grounds of identity and culture.  
On the other hand, the government has portrayed English as playing a 
“neutral role as the language for commerce and for inter-ethnic communication” 
(Bokhorst-Heng, 1999a: 254). To recognize English as a ‘mother tongue’ would 
then deculturalize the people. These sentiments are sometimes reflected in the 
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leaders’ speeches. In his 1984 campaign speech, the then Prime Minister Lee Kuan 
Yew made the strong statement that “English [would] not be emotionally 
acceptable as our mother tongue” (Campaign speeches, 1989). Despite the trend 
that English (in particular, CSE) is growing rapidly as a home language, the 
government remains unwilling to accept English as a mother tongue. As used 
officially, the term ‘mother tongue’ in Singapore refers to neither the language 
which one learned first (definition based on origin) nor the language which one 
identifies with (definition based on identification).  
At his swearing in as Prime Minister, Goh Chok Tong expressly said that 
“[t]o enhance our identity and cultural values, we must teach our mother tongue… 
so that our children will learn to love the language…to impart values, so that we 
will remain Asian and not become Westernised and de-culturalised.” (28 November 
1990). One point to note, however, is that it is not clear what being “Asian” means 
and it seems that the Singapore leaders use it as a broad term to refer to being a 
“Chinese”, “Malay” and “Indian”. 
Moreover, it is interesting that the three above-mentioned cultures are 
transplants in Singapore. Each of these cultures is not a microcosm of the value 
systems present in China, the Malay archipelago and India respectively (James, 
1998). Although there are some shared values and moral beliefs, they may not be 
identical. The problem is compounded by the fact that for the teaching of the 
‘mother tongue’—Mandarin, Tamil and Malay, Singapore looks towards the 
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traditions and cultures of China, India and neighbouring Malay-dominated states 
for her models of enculturation respectively and for the validation of the English 
language, Singapore looks to Britain (James, 1998). It seems that we are not very 
certain about which ‘culture(s)’ we are talking about when we speak of ‘mother 
tongue’. If the government refers to the ‘culture(s)’ in China, Malay-dominated 
states and India, it is inevitable that problems will arise and people will face 
difficulties in identifying with their prescribed ‘mother tongues’ since these 
cultures are transplants in Singapore and hence some of its characteristics here 
would be different from those in other countries. Another related issue is that even 
in terms of teaching materials and teaching methods, the Ministry of Education 
should be careful to adopt only suggestions from studies done in compatible 
settings to that in Singapore and not to over-rely on those in other countries such as 
China since the linguistic and cultural profiles of the people are different.  
Indeed, there are bound to be problems when the culture(s) commonly 
associated with our ‘mother tongue(s)’ are not identical to the ones in Singapore. 
Despite difficulties in establishing the exact nature of the ‘culture’ we are talking 
about, the “one race = one language = one culture” equation is here to stay. This 
holds true for all the ethnic communities over here. This can be seen from 
Brigadier-General Lee Hsien Loong’s SMC speech in 1988, through which he 
expressed that the government encouraged Malay and Indian cultural organizations 
to organize their respective language and cultural activities. Goh Chok Tong also 
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expressed similar sentiments in his 1991 SMC speech by saying that “we 
(representing the government) want all ethnic communities to preserve their 
language, culture and values”. In addition, the denial of English as a legitimate 
mother-tongue in Singapore has been challenged, especially by the English-
educated Chinese. This is manifested in some of the headlines in the Straits Times, 
“Why Mandarin is not my mother-tongue” (The Straits Times, 23 February 1992) 
and “English: A Singaporean mother-tongue?” (The Straits Times, 14 June 1994).  
The polarization of the functions of English and the “mother tongue” 
languages reveals a selective understanding of language (Bokhorst-Heng, 1999a). 
With respect to English, the government’s view seems to be that language can be 
separated from culture such that it is possible to learn the language and reap its 
benefits without accepting its culture whereas for “mother tongues”, language 
necessarily embodies culture. This is clearly seen in the slogan of the Speak 
Mandarin campaign of 1985 – “Mandarin is Chinese”. Other campaign slogans 
include “hua ren hua yu” (literally “Chinese people, Chinese language”) and “If 
you are a Chinese, make a statement— in Mandarin”. In the most recent Speak 
Mandarin Campaign of 2004, the English slogan is “Mandarin: Window to Chinese 
culture”. From the English slogan, it seems that the government has yielded on its 
stance that Mandarin embodies culture since Mandarin is projected as a bridge to 
Chinese culture instead of representing Chinese culture itself. The Chinese 
campaign slogan says “hua ren • hua yu • hua wen” (literally “Chinese people • 
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Mandarin • Chinese language”) which seems to insist more on the quintessential 
relationship between language and race and culture. A possible reason for the 
difference in tone of the English slogan and the Chinese slogan is that the English 
slogan is supposed to target Singaporean Chinese who are English- educated and 
they may not subscribe to the view that a Chinese necessarily must speak Mandarin. 
Instead, by softening the tone, the English slogan may appeal more to the English- 
educated. Nevertheless, it remains that the government still retains the ideas of a 
one-to-one direct relationship between race, language and culture but does not 
promote it overtly to the English-educated.   
Besides the issue of the relationship between ‘mother tongue’ and culture, 
another contentious issue is that regarding the ‘neutrality’ of the English language. 
As James (1998: 99) points out, “[i]n the Singapore system, the English language is 
the most visible and tangible symbol of a colonial past… [i]t remains in modern 
Singapore as the language of power”. The English language in Singapore is not 
neutral. It plays a gate-keeping function at the examinations and employment. It 
serves as the doorway to economic prosperity. James (1998) also observes that 
science and technology are themselves potent transmitters of a Western ideology 
and lifestyle. Through the survey in this study which reports on the attitudes of the 
public towards English language and Chinese language, we shall see that the public 
may link certain characteristics to the two languages respectively. In a way, this 
shows that like the Chinese language, the English language is not neutral. By 
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presenting the English language as a ‘neutral’ language and devoid of any culture, 
Singapore has built in a mechanism for the disjunction between language and 
culture, which is bound to create some problems for English speakers who have 
operated in English since their early years of socialization.  
It is interesting to note, however, that the government allows English to 
carry cultural meaning only when the cultural values associated with English are 
decadent such as the “mindless pop culture of the West” (The Straits Times, 15 
January 1979). As Bokhorst-Heng (1999a) remarks, it is difficult to completely 
divorce culture from language and yet it is difficult to sustain the argument that 
language inherently embodies culture. The complexity of the relationship between 
language and culture increases the challenge of language planning in a multilingual 
society, where many languages and cultures are in interaction. While the solution is 
not easily found (especially in the context of an ever-changing world), it is unwise 
to reduce the complexity of the relationship by relegating it to a direct one-to-one 
relationship such as “one race= one language = one culture”.  
Problems may arise with policies that allocate resources based on the 
above-mentioned equation when a language seems to provide greater advantages 
over other languages. The rise of China has brought about a correlation between the 
knowledge of Chinese language and economic opportunities in the Chinese 
mainland. Now there seems to be a greater interest among Singaporean Chinese for 
their children to learn the Chinese language. The rise of China’s economy supplies 
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another argument for learning the Chinese language, i.e. the economic gains to be 
earned from successful business deals with China. However, it is interesting that 
this seems to provide a stronger impetus for Singaporeans to learn Chinese 
language rather than the cultural argument used by the government. The question is 
whether the reverse is also true when there is no longer an economic incentive to 
learn the Chinese language. This ‘economic’ value of Chinese language also 
indicates that the ‘mother tongue’ is definitely not simply related to the cultures and 
values of an ethnic group, in fact, it is simplistic to just equate a language to 
playing a particular role in society. Each language has a potential to become the 
language of commerce and we should not deceive ourselves in deifying a language 
to be intrinsically linked to a particular culture and segregate it to playing that role 
alone. In fact, segregating the Chinese language to playing the role of transmitting 
culture and values to the ethnic Chinese may cause unhappiness among the other 
ethnic groups who may want to benefit from the economic values of learning the 
language but are unable to do so because they are not Chinese (Puroshotam, 1998).  
As Puroshotam (1998: 225) points out, “the interest in one’s ‘original’ 
culture, language, and so forth, is certainly not original in the sense of being 
essentially real” but it is a social construction in Singapore to ‘discipline’ 
difference. By making people of an ethnic group learn a common language and 
asking them to identify with a specific culture, this eliminates the range of 
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differences within each ethnic group and it organizes the society into manageable 
communities.  
Bokhorst-Heng (1999a: 262) notes that “[t]he Singaporean nation, by 
consequence, is a patchwork of internally homogenized communities”. Of course, 
the preference for homogenized communities is not specific to Singapore. In fact, 
“linguistic diversity is taken by many analysts as problematic and as a challenge to 
the nationalist agenda” (Bokhorst-Heng, 1999b: 43).  This is in contrast to post-
colonial identities in post-modernist cultural studies where in difference is 
liberation. In Singapore, the difference is ‘disciplined’ to define what a person 
‘essentially’ or ‘racially’ is. Although I agree with Puroshotam that the Singapore 
government has used ‘race’ to discipline difference in Singapore and “racial 
difference is exacerbated by the way Language thematises it” (Puroshotam, 1998: 
229), I am not saying that this situation is unique to Singapore and that this is the 
result of elite constructions alone. Members of society play a part too by upholding 
these ideas, consciously or otherwise. What we need to recognize is that linguistic 
ideologies can be interweaved with political ideologies for the purpose of societal 
streamlining, of which members of the public may be players involved in its 
hegemony. According to James (1998: 105), “[t]he relationship between language 
and meanings is constructed by the society through the linguistic policies and 
realized through the education system…”. 
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Indeed, the ideological nature of language can be seen through language 
policies. Language policy can be characterized as “a deliberate attempt at social 
change in language behaviour by a decision-making administrative structure” 
(Paulston, 1973: 1921). Pendley (1983) describes the relationship between 
language policy and social transformation in Singapore. He comments that “[b]oth 
ideology and language policy… [are] attempts by the political leadership to alter 
the communicative structure of society, to increase its control over the channels and 
media… and to influence the consciousness of individuals in ways which are 
consistent with the dominant goals of social transformation” (quoted in Bokhorst-
Heng, 1999b: 46). As argued by James (1998), Singapore gives little place for 
individual agency. People are selectively constrained on linguistic “choices”, in and 
by the process of their creation. Pendley’s point regarding the government’s 
attempt to influence the individuals’ consciousness suggests that language policy 
does not involve simply a top-down approach from the authorities. Though the 
approach is predominantly top-down in style, more is at work than simply this. In 
fact, the individuals’ consciousness may be influenced (in the desired direction) by 
the policy and this could be used as a factor to legitimize the policy further. 
Through this study of language attitudes among Singaporean Chinese towards 
bilingualism, we shall see to what extent some members of the public’s ways of 
thinking are already influenced by language policies that the Singapore government 
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has been adopting, especially in the ways these respondents define themselves in 
terms of their ‘mother tongue(s)’.  
However, it is important to qualify that language policy does not always 
lead to predicted outcomes. As Gopinathan (1998: 20-21) puts it, “[s]ocial 
evolution often creates new fault lines or strengthens old ones and thus, the 
balancing of fundamental and competing claims must often be re-negotiated anew”. 
Hence, we need to have a dynamic view of language management and language 
issues as there are changing power relationships and access to resources 
(Gopinathan, 1998).  
In this section, what I have shown is that the notion of ‘mother tongue’ is 
problematic on its own. This is aggravated when I consider the notion of ‘mother 
tongue’ as used in the Singapore context by its leaders. The official definition of 
‘mother tongue’ in Singapore is based along ethnic lines and ‘mother tongues’ are 
imposed upon people in Singapore. The prescription of ‘mother tongues’ based on 
the equation “a race = a culture = a language” (Bokhorst-Heng, 1999a) is bound to 
create some problems for the younger generation of Singaporean Chinese whose 
‘mother tongue(s)’ (according to the definitions of origin and identification, in 
particular, internal identification) do not correspond to their ethnicity.  
As observed by Puroshotam (1998), Singapore is a nation being divided 
into an increasing number of communities. The divide is no longer just between the 
English-educated and the Chinese-educated. According to MP Dr. Ow Chin Hock, 
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there exists the “English-educated Chinese, the Chinese-educated, and the less-
educated, dialect-speaking Chinese” (The Straits Times, 16 October 1990). My 
view is that even among the English-educated Chinese, there are subgroups such as 
the English-educated monolinguals and the English-educated bilinguals. These 
groups can be further divided into subdivisions which have different cultural 
affinities.  In fact, as discussed in the previous section, there are at least five types 
of people (monolinguals/bilinguals) in Singapore. Puroshotam notes that the 
divisions require different political directions and related disciplining which will 
institute racial divide in Singapore even more. While I cannot be certain whether 
this will institute specifically ‘racial’ divide in Singapore even more, it is clear that 
the discipline via ‘race’ in Singapore is becoming inadequate to deal with the 
changing composition of its people. This implies that educational policies cannot 
be planned with reference to each racial group as each group is increasingly 
heterogeneous in terms of linguistic abilities and cultural affinities.  
Moreover, as pointed out by James (1998: 115), “if education and schooling 
have to do with empowerment, then it is imperative that politicians, administrators 
and educators make more equitable changes to education”. James mentioned this in 
the context of streaming and examination practices here which performed “gate-
keeping roles” and created “cohorts with specific abilities and disabilities” (1998: 
115) We can apply her call for more equitable changes to education to be made in 
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the context of different groups in Singapore with varying linguistic profiles and 
needs.  
 
2.4 LANGUAGE PURITY 
 
As I have pointed out in section 2.2, there is not necessarily a neat correspondence 
between language and culture. In fact, I have shown how the relationship between 
language and culture has been projected in Singapore in section 2.3. The 
relationship between language and culture is complex and is subject to other factors 
in the society. After all, language itself is a social phenomenon as it arises out of 
the need to communicate among members of the society. Durkheim recognized that  
 
“every social norm had within itself not only an indication of what 
was considered socioculturally ‘expected’ of members in good-
standing, but also a behavioural aspect according to which members 
were judged to be good, proper, decent, i.e., morally proper or 
improper according to sanctified traditions and standards.” 
  (quoted from Fishman, 2002: 16) 
 
What is pertinent to our discussion is that since languages constitute the main 
symbol systems of all human cultures, languages have often come to be considered 
as holy too. As a result, a language may have the ‘holy’ attribute ascribed to it by 
native speakers and incorporated normatively and moralistically into their 
communicative conventions. As Fishman (2002: 17) claims, “[t]here is no human 
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culture without language and no human culture without the notion of the holy. As a 
result, these two notions co-occur and are joined in many cultures”. Fishman 
discusses different types of holy languages. For the purpose of this study, I will 
only explore one type of holy languages as it is most relevant to our discussion. 
 Fishman points out that a language may be ascribed the attribute of 
‘holiness’ via ethnic kinship identity. Increasingly, vernaculars are coming to be 
regarded as holy due to their association with “heightened ethnic contrastivity, 
historical ethnic grievances and traditional ethnic identity” (2002: 19). Such 
developments are usually communally patterned rather than individually patterned 
and hence, often prompt positive ethnolinguistic consciousness for the “ethnic 
mother tongue”, even long after an intrusive language has become the language 
used in everyday life. Expressions of endearment and intimacy, usually reserved for 
the closest kin, are transferred to the ethnicity-linked language, even when its 
secular usage is becoming less and many of its former secular functions are being 
discharged by another language. Hence, there are bilingual populations in which 
one language is viewed (consciously or unconsciously) as much more sanctified 
than the other. Fishman refers to Irish and English as an example. For “true 
believers”, Irish is holy whereas English is not.  
 As Fishman notes, most of the growth in language sanctity claims has 
occurred in the non-West countries within the past half century. This is to resist the 
Western-derived erosions of local life and identity. In the process, the local 
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language comes to be viewed as “the genuine spirit of the people”, a “mystic 
essence” enabling them “to remain true to their own way of life”, a “sacred trust 
and responsibility”, a “key to preserving their own authenticity” etc. (2002: 20). As 
I read these descriptions, Chinese language in Singapore seems to have some 
attribute of ‘holiness’, at least among some of the older local Chinese community. 
Often, in the promotion of Chinese language to encourage the public to learn it, 
Chinese is appealed to as the ethnic mother tongue and a key to preserving the 
Chinese culture. In the tide of globalisation, Chinese Singaporeans are also 
exhorted to keep their “traditional Confucian values” to prevent Western erosions 
of Chinese values and culture.  
In his chapter, Fishman also looks at the consequences of language sanctity 
beliefs. Firstly, they have mobilizing, rallying and energizing potentials. As a result, 
there may be language maintenance consciousness raising, local vernacular status 
elevation and activation of popular ethnic consciousness. Secondly, they may 
complicate language modernization efforts, constraining them to be “authentic”, 
purist and indigenous in orientation. Thirdly, bilingual populations may become 
conflicted as to how holiness (represented by the ethnic language) and power 
(represented by the more ‘modern’ language) are to be separated. Lastly, it will 
make the two languages less similar, counteracting the tendency for languages in 
contact to interact with each other lexically, phonologically, grammatically and 
semantically.  
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At this point, it seems prudent to mention that Fishman employed the term 
“purist” in a similar sense as that expressed in the working definition provided by 
George Thomas in his book Linguistic Purism (1991). As Thomas admits, there is 
little agreement about what “purism” is. Combining features of various definitions 
provided by different schools of linguists, Thomas (1991:12) defines “purism” as 
“the manifestation of a desire on the part of a speech community (or some section 
of it) to preserve a language from, or rid it of, putative foreign elements or other 
elements held to be undesirable (including those originating in dialects, sociolects 
and styles of the same language). It may be directed at all linguistic levels but 
primarily the lexicon.” Although purism is used to describe the antipathy to foreign 
elements (e.g. loan words) in the native language, Thomas notes that puristic 
attitudes are also displayed in bilingual communities.where the younger generation 
often has severely restricted command of the native language such that they employ 
a mixture of both languages. As a result, this causes irritation to members of the 
community who have full command of the native language and their reaction is 
often “voiced in puristic terms” (Thomas, 1991: 128).  
The above-mentioned points clearly apply to the Chinese language in 
Singapore. There is an awareness among the government leaders and the older 
Chinese community that there is a need to maintain and promote Chinese language 
to the younger generation. However, the approaches adopted are mainly purist in 
orientation. This can be seen in the vehement objections to the bilingual approach 
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of teaching Chinese. For some, there is a need to come to terms with the differences 
in functions and status of Chinese language and English language. An attempt to 
make the two languages less similar is also seen in the objections to codeswitching 
in the classrooms during Chinese language lessons. Fishman also points out that 
since sanctity is upheld by and linked to major powerful societal institutions, it has 
extraordinary staying power.  
 In the above discussion, I have shown how Chinese language in Singapore 
may have been ascribed some form of ‘holy’ attribute. One of its consequences is 
that it will result in a purist orientation in language modernization efforts. 
Language teaching cannot be amply considered as a language modernization effort 
as it does not involve components such as corpus planning for the codification of 
languages. Nevertheless, the ‘authentic’ and purist orientation is likely to be 
manifested in some of the responses towards the bilingual approach of teaching 
Chinese language. It is relevant to find out how prevalent the sanctity belief is 
among Chinese Singaporeans and how it would affect their receptiveness to the 
bilingual approach of teaching Chinese.  
 
2.5 RESEARCH ON LANGUAGE USE AND LANGUAGE ATTITUDES 
AMONG SINGAPOREAN CHINESE 
 
As this study aims to find out the language ideologies of Singaporean Chinese 
through examining their responses to the Bilingual Approach (refer section 1.4), it 
is helpful for us to consider previous research done concerning the Singapore 
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Chinese community and their language attitudes. Due to space constraints, I will 
only look at Xu et al.’s (1998) study, the first study to conduct a large-scale survey 
on Singaporean Chinese. 
There was a major sociolinguistic survey on the Singapore Chinese 
community conducted in mid-1996. The goals included “(a) updating the 
sociolinguistic profile of the Singapore Chinese community, and (b) evaluating the 
impact of language planning in Singapore” (Xu et al., 1998: 133). The present 
discussion will focus on the key findings of the survey relevant to my study.   
 The survey was done through questionnaires and observations. As Xu et al. 
(1998: 135) claim, “[t]he subjective reactions and self-reports were validated with 
unobtrusive observations of actual behaviours.” More than 4000 questionnaires 
were distributed in selected schools, industrial and residential estates and Chinese 
clan associations. Out of these, 2778 usable ones constituted the database for the 
survey. These questionnaires were re-sampled to form a smaller sample of 915 
people which closely resembled the socio-demographic composition of the total 
Chinese population in Singapore. 
The questionnaire asked for self-reports on language use in different 
settings and different communicative functions. It also invited the respondents to 
compare English and Chinese for instrumental and affective properties. Other 
questions included topics such as code-mixing, functions of Mandarin, the passing 
on of dialects to the next generation and information about the respondents. At the 
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same time, fieldworkers were sent out to the four most populated residential areas 
to conduct observation on Singaporean Chinese. 3440 people were observed for 
their language choice at several public places such as banks, hawker centres etc. 
The observation survey basically confirmed the questionnaire findings.  
The study showed that 40% of the Chinese population usually used two or 
more languages with the same interlocutors and in the same settings. The 
combinations of multi-code use (use of two or more languages) include “Mandarin 
and Dialects” mode (about 15%), “English and Mandarin” mode (about 10%), 
“English, Mandarin and Dialects” mode (about 5%) and “English and Dialects” 
mode (about 5%). As Xu et al. (1998: 138) suggest, “[t]he rates of multi-code use 
answers may well indicate the extent of code-mixing practices among Chinese 
Singaporeans.” Since code-mixing has probably become a feature in the spoken 
discourse of 40% of the Chinese population, we should address this phenomenon in 
our teaching of languages in Singapore schools and probably devise ways to use it 
as a resource.  
The study found that “the population as a whole [was] still predominantly 
Chinese-speaking, in spite of the significant shift towards English in the last few 
decades.” (Xu et al., 1998: 135) Usage indices for the different domains of family, 
friendship, work, government etc. were calculated using answers from the 
questionnaires. The average index for Mandarin was 64%, English 45% and 
Dialects 34%. For example, 64% of the Chinese population used Mandarin as at 
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least one of the language varieties for their daily activities. The indices for the 
different domains show the distribution of dialects in more private domains such as 
family and the distribution of Mandarin and English in more public domains such 
as business. English was more associated with more formal occasions while 
Mandarin with more informal occasions. 
Questions on attitudes towards Mandarin and English asked respondents to 
compare both languages for being a cordial, friendly, pleasant to hear, easy to learn, 
prestigious, authoritative and useful language. Respondents could choose either 
language or answer “Both”. More respondents selected “Both” rather than either of 
the languages as the answer to five of the questions. Most respondents chose 
Mandarin for being an easy to learn and cordial language. The majority of Chinese 
population found learning English tough. On the other hand, around 20% of them 
felt that learning Mandarin was more difficult than learning English. The study also 
concluded that the majority of Chinese Singaporeans felt a closeness towards 
Mandarin that they did not towards English.  
In addition, the results showed a polarization of the characteristics 
associated with English and Mandarin in terms of their instrumentality and 
affectivity. Mandarin was considered by most Singaporean Chinese as a solidarity 
language (in terms of cordiality and friendliness) but a smaller number regarded it 
in terms of prestige and authority. The majority of Singaporean Chinese regarded 
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English as a language of power whereas fewer people associated it with affective 
qualities.  
Respondents were also asked to identify the most important use of 
Mandarin. 5 options were made available for them to choose from. The results are 
in descending order: Inheriting cultural values and traditions (36%), 
Communication across dialect groups (35%), Showing a characteristic of Chinese 
Singaporeans (17%), Facilitating the learning of Chinese in school (9%) and Doing 
business abroad (3%). The top 2 ranked answers revealed that Singaporean Chinese 
shared the government aims of breaking down dialectal barriers of communication 
and recognized Mandarin as a cultural vehicle for the Chinese. It is interesting that 
17% of the respondents chose the function of Mandarin as identifying Chinese 
Singaporeans whereas twice the number of respondents chose the function of 
inheriting cultural values and traditions. It could mean that more people saw 
Mandarin as associated with Chinese culture rather than with the identity of 
Chinese Singaporeans per se. The fact that only 3% of the respondents chose the 
function of Mandarin as a trade language means that at that time of the survey, 
using Mandarin to do business abroad was a remote idea.  
Besides reporting on the major trends of language use and attitudes among 
the Singapore Chinese, the study also investigated social differentiation of the 
respondents’ behaviour and attitudes. This was based on the unadjusted sample of 
2778 questionnaires as “it [was] necessary to have a large database to reveal 
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contrasts between some proportionately small but sociologically important groups” 
(Xu et al., 1998: 154). The factors of gender, age, occupation, education level, 
education stream, income and residential properties were included in the test. Of 
these, the language stream of education was the most differentiating factor. As Xu 
et al. (1998: 148) put it, “[t]he historical chasm between the English-educated and 
the Chinese-educated is still in force in influencing language use and language 
attitudes.” The English-educated tended to use English while the Chinese-educated 
tended to use Mandarin in all situations. Regarding the questions on language 
characteristics, the English-educated and the Chinese-educated were the ones most 
in favour of English and Mandarin respectively. In my study, I would see whether 
the stream of education affects how people respond to the bilingual approach of 
using English to help teach Chinese.  
Besides the factor of education stream, the factor of age was proven to be 
robust with the language attitudes as well. The youngest (<25) group was the only 
age group which believed that English was more authoritative than Mandarin and 
the only age group which did not find Mandarin more useful than English. The 
oldest group (>60) was the only age group which found learning English harder 
than Mandarin. The youngest and the 35-44 age groups were the only ones who did 
not feel that Mandarin was more cordial than English. The youngest and the oldest 
groups also perceived the most important function of Mandarin as “Inheriting 
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cultural values and traditions” while other groups (25-34, 35-44 and 45-60) did not 
think so.  
The study drew the conclusion that with 90% of the Singapore Chinese 
population viewing Mandarin as a cordial and friendly language and Mandarin as 
the language most widely used in the Singapore Chinese community, “the goal of 
making Mandarin the language of the Singapore Chinese community has been 
decisively reached.” (Xu et al., 1998: 151). However, we need to bear in mind that 
39% of the respondents considered themselves as “mainly Chinese-educated”, 26% 
“mainly English-educated” and 29% “both English and Chinese-educated”. Due to 
the fact that nearly 40% of the respondents were mainly Chinese-educated, it may 
be unfair to draw the conclusion that Mandarin has become the language of the 
Singapore Chinese community as there is probably a bias in terms of respondents’ 
backgrounds in the language stream of education.  
Despite the possible limitation that I have pointed out, Xu et al.’s (1998) 
study remains an outstanding study in terms of its scope and scale. The present 
study has also benefited from their study by adapting their questions on language 
characteristics in my questionnaire. While Xu et al.’s (1998) study was interested in 
the language use and language attitudes of the Singapore Chinese community, my 
study is interested mainly in the language attitudes of Singaporean Chinese. It has 
to be also stated that the current study does not attempt to reach the scale of Xu et 
al.’s (1998) study as resources are limited and it is difficult to obtain in-depth 
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responses to the Bilingual Approach from so many people. Nevertheless, some of 
the issues investigated in both studies may overlap and help illuminate one another. 
With this in mind, I will return to some of Xu et al.’s (1998) findings in the 
























A brief description of the study’s methodology has been provided in section 1.6. In 
this chapter, I will expand on the various instruments used in the study, including 
questionnaires, exploratory interviews, press cuttings and policy statements.  
 
3.1  QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
In order to collect a reasonable quantity of quick responses to the bilingual 
approach, questionnaires constitute a large part of the research data in this study. 
However, before designing the questionnaires, exploratory interviews were 
conducted with eight people, two from each of the four groups of Singaporean 
Chinese (13-19, 20-39, English-educated aged 40 and above, Chinese-educated 
aged 40 and above) so that I could find out some of the concerns regarding this 
approach and refine the research questions.   
 
3.1.1  EXPLORATORY INTERVIEWS 
The interview respondents were people whom I (the interviewer) knew on an 
informal basis, either as friends or friends’ parents. Of course, this may lead to a 
bias in the sample of interviewees. However, the respondents were obtained in this 
manner partly due to convenience as interviews normally require the respondents to 
spare some time and also partly due to the nature of the task itself which requires 
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the interviewees to feel comfortable in expressing themselves. To avoid bias in the 
course of the interviews, I was aware not to express my views on the topic.  
 Each potential respondent was first asked whether they had time to spare for 
a chat. Upon agreement, they were given only a vague idea of the topic of the 
interview (e.g. “It’s about Chinese language learning.”). This was to prevent any 
thought-out positions as the interviewer hoped to obtain spontaneous reactions. The 
interviews were conducted at premises that were quiet and that the respondents felt 
comfortable in, mostly in a room at their homes or a third party’s home (the third 
party being a close friend of the respondent).  
It was mainly one-to-one, except for a respondent whose wife (also one of 
the respondents) joined in the interview at some points. The respondents were 
assured that this was an informal session and they could speak in any language that 
they were comfortable with (provided, of course, it was mutually intelligible). With 
two of the respondents whom I knew beforehand that they spoke in Mandarin most 
of the time, Mandarin was spoken to make them feel at ease. Before going further, I 
sought each respondent’s permission to record the interview on a mini-cassette tape 
so that it could save me from taking notes in the midst of the conversation. All of 
them readily agreed to the request.  
 There were no fixed questions in the interviews as the purpose of the 
interviews was to gather ideas and improve the conceptualization of the research 
topic. Instead, I had a list of general topics around which the interview was 
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conducted. I started talking about the bilingual approach to the teaching of Chinese 
Language. Depending on the respondents’ familiarity with the topic itself, brief 
background information concerning the approach was given. They were then asked 
to freely express their views concerning this approach.  
Many of them spontaneously spoke of what they felt about the approach. 
Few prompts were needed except for a few respondents who were initially more 
aware of the presence of the recorder and the reality of an interview. However, with 
time, all the respondents gradually grew more relaxed and spoke more naturally. 
Each interview sought to move naturally according to what the respondent was 
interested in talking about. For example, if a respondent mentioned a phrase about 
“it’s not the problem of the language of medium of instruction”, I would wait for a 
few moments to see whether the respondent would elaborate on his own initiative. 
If not, I would repeat the phrase or say a tentative “uhum” and see whether the 
respondent would develop this line of thought. If this still failed, I had the choice of 
using an incomplete sentence (e.g. “so you feel that medium of instruction is …”) 
or a gentle query (e.g. “what makes you say that?”) as probes. This non-directive 
style of interviewing was adopted to prevent myself from asking leading questions, 
thereby interfering in the interview.  
It was only after the topic about the bilingual approach to the teaching of 
Chinese language had been explored in as much depth as possible that the topic of 
using Chinese to help teach English was raised in the interviews. This was because 
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I was interested in knowing whether respondents would have similar views as they 
had on the bilingual approach. Most of the interviews drew quite naturally and 
cordially to a close.  
After each interview, I listened to each tape to take note of the themes in the 
interview. The tapes were frequently stopped and re-wound to go back over a part 
of the interview. Each interview was listened to at least twice, with the duration of 
the interview ranging from approximately 20 minutes to an hour.  
The following were the main reasons mentioned by some respondents in 
support of the bilingual approach.  
 
1)  Students will be able to understand the meanings of words by using the stronger 
language (i.e. English) to help the weaker language (i.e. Chinese). However, a 
respondent from the 13-19 age group added that some Chinese proverbs could 
not be explained using English.  
 
2)  It will ease students’ fears and help them to gain confidence. As a result, they 
may be more interested in learning Chinese. 
 
3) Two respondents spoke of their personal experience when they were being 
taught Chinese. A respondent belonging to the 20-39 group shared that based 
on his personal experience as a student previously, it will be helpful if English 
is used to explain Mandarin words and concepts so that students will not lose 
interest in the process of learning and feel more at ease. Another respondent 
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who was in the age group of 13-19 also mentioned that her Chinese language 
teacher used English to explain the meanings of a few difficult Chinese words. 
She could better understand the meanings of these words and her interest in 
Chinese increased slightly.  
 
4) A few respondents felt that English can be used to teach Chinese culture and 
values, the only difference is that a different language is being used. A 
respondent from the age group 20-39 mentioned that retaining Chinese culture 
does not really depend on one’s knowledge of Chinese language. There are 
other factors such as family practice, personal interest and friends. For some 
students, Chinese can be such a pain that they do not even care about Chinese 
culture anymore. He felt that using English (or other languages that the students 
understand) to explain Chinese culture might actually help them to appreciate 
Chinese culture more and understand it better. Nevertheless, a respondent (from 
the youngest age group) who was agreeable to the approach mentioned that 
students taught using this approach would lose out on Chinese culture as the 
English translation for some Chinese cultural concepts would not be very 
accurate and would result in a difference in understanding of the Chinese 
culture.  
   
 Each of the main reasons was mentioned by at least two respondents. 
Besides these, one respondent also raised a point that through the bilingual 
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approach, students can improve both Chinese and English as the approach makes 
use of the translation of these languages. It is also noted that whilst some 
respondents indicated their support of the policy, they acknowledged its limits (e.g. 
inability to explain the meanings of some Chinese proverbs) and possible flaws (e.g. 
will lose out on Chinese culture).  
 I shall go on to look at some of the objections raised by other respondents. 
  
1) There are factors which affect the acquisition of a language more than the 
medium of instruction. Respondents emphasized the importance of the family 
environment (parents’ language use and attitudes, whether they encourage their 
children to learn Chinese by devising means to arouse their interest) and 
students’ own determination and interest in learning the language. Besides the 
family and students themselves, other factors include the schools (whether there 
is a conducive learning environment, whether teachers explain passages 
vividly), the government (to what extent they value the language) and friends 
(whether they speak the language). A Chinese-educated respondent aged above 
40 asserted that the bilingual approach does not tackle the roots of the problem 
as it only tries to solve the problem at a very superficial level.  
 
2) Using English to help teach Chinese may neglect some aspects of the Chinese 
culture and result in a different understanding of Chinese culture. A respondent 
from the 20-39 age group pointed out that there is a lack of correspondence 
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between some English words and Chinese cultural concepts. Another 
respondent who was Chinese-educated (aged above 40) claimed that the 
approach is “impure” and that we should only use Chinese to teach Chinese 
language and English to teach English language. Besides, she also mentioned 
that a Chinese should know Chinese language and should not need to “mix” the 
Chinese language with English. One respondent (also Chinese-educated, aged 
above 40) went further to claim that Chinese teaches moral values whereas 
English does not. To him, Chinese is not just a language as it teaches a whole 
set of values as principles to live by. He argues that if we use English to help 
teach Chinese, we will not be able to learn these values.   
   
 Other reservations concerning the approach were that it would result in 
continued reliance on English and that the approach is unprecedented in Singapore. 
A respondent from the age group 20-39 also mentioned the point of examination 
constraints in that the students are not allowed to write in English to explain the 
meaning of a Chinese word. If the explanation is learnt through English, the 
students may not be able to express the answers in Chinese.  
 When asked about the next topic about using Chinese to help teach English, 
all the respondents gave the same reactions as they did for the bilingual approach. 
The reasons they provided were also similar in nature as well. With the input of 
these exploratory interviews, I made some refinements to my research focus. Some 
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of the changes include omitting the topic of “using Chinese to help teach English” 
as the interviewees did not demonstrate much difference in their reactions in 
comparison with the bilingual approach and to insert additional topics such as 
“language purity” and “factors affecting language acquisition” as the interviews 
revealed these topics as prominent concerns among respondents. The interviews 
also affirmed “usefulness of English to learn and improve Chinese”, “usefulness of 
English to improve attitudes towards Chinese learning” and “relationship between 
language and culture” as topics worthy of exploration in the research.  
 
3.1.2  PILOT QUESTIONNAIRE 
With the refined topics of research in mind, a questionnaire was drawn up with 
some of the statements taken from the interviews themselves (e.g. “students will 
lose out on some of the Chinese culture.”, “[f]or some students, Chinese language 
can be such a pain that it drives them away from learning Chinese culture.”) and 
words such as “messy” and “impure” so that they would sound more authentic. 
There was also a Chinese translation of the questionnaire. The respondents could 
choose to complete the English questionnaires or the Chinese questionnaires. 
Responses obtained through the Chinese questionnaires were translated into 
English by me (my translation henceforth abbreviated as AT). 
 The survey was piloted with five respondents, with three respondents (ages 
14, 20 and 51) using English questionnaire and two respondents (ages 61 for both) 
using the Chinese translation. The three respondents each represented groups 1 to 3 
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in my study while the two respondents represented group 4 in my study. They were 
people whom I knew on a personal basis. The respondents were told that they were 
taking part in a try-out study and that they could ask about things that they did not 
understand.  
 For each piloting, I was with the respondents so that I could take note of 
any difficulties they had in doing the survey. There were some difficulties mainly 
in the area of filling in things such as where they should write the answer and what 
certain terms mean. For example, a respondent wanted to know what the term 
“Media” in the questionnaire encompassed. Another respondent asked for 
clarification on the terms “Siblings” and “Spouse”. As such, I made some changes 
to the pilot survey to make the survey more comprehensible and easy to fill in. 
These changes included inserting instructions and symbols such as ticks and circles 
where necessary as well as giving more examples to define the terms or changing 
the terms. Some respondents were also very helpful in offering suggestions on 
improving the survey’s comprehensibility.  
 The corresponding changes were made, wherever appropriate, to the 
Chinese survey. The two Chinese-educated respondents did not encounter problems 
in understanding the content of the survey. They had problems mainly in the layout 
of the survey, which was thereafter rectified.  
 The time taken for the respondents to complete the questionnaires varied. 
Generally speaking, the younger ones took less time (about 20 minutes) whereas 
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the older respondents took about an hour due to problems with the layout of the 
survey and their relatively slower reading speed. Nevertheless, it was difficult to 
shorten the survey as the topics in the survey had to be included if the study was to 
be more comprehensive. To solve the problem, it was decided that for the actual 
questionnaire, more time could be given to the older respondents to complete the 
survey at their leisure and the survey could be returned at a later date. Alternatively, 
the respondents’ children (who had done the survey themselves) or I could help the 
older respondents to complete the questionnaire by asking them the questions 
verbally, instead of them reading through the questions themselves.  
 
3.1.3  QUESTIONNAIRE OBJECTIVES 
 
The current study seeks to uncover language attitudes towards Chinese-English 
bilingualism primarily through responses to the bilingual approach of teaching 
Chinese. It is not meant as a large-scale sociolinguistic survey of the ethnic Chinese 
population in Singapore as Xu et al. (1998) have done. This study hopes to consider 
some of the reactions to the bilingual approach and examine the linguistic and 
cultural issues behind these reactions.  
 
The aims of the questionnaire are as follows: 
 
1) to provide a description of the language attitudes towards Chinese-English 
bilingualism among some of the ethnic Chinese in Singapore 
 
2) to compare the language attitudes towards Chinese-English bilingualism among 




3) to compare the language attitudes towards Chinese-English bilingualism among 
some Singaporean Chinese aged 40 and above who were educated in different 
types of schools (English medium schools and Chinese medium schools)  
 
The language attitudes include the following: 
1)  The desire/non-desire to improve their proficiencies in English and Chinese and 
their corresponding reasons 
 
2) The desire/non-desire for their children to improve their proficiencies in 
English and Chinese and their corresponding reasons 
 
3) Perceptions of the characteristics of English and Chinese 
 
4) How English may or may not help the acquisition of Chinese 
a) Usefulness of using English to learn and improve Chinese 
b) Usefulness of using English to improve attitudes towards Chinese learning 
 
5) Relationship between language and culture 
a) Usefulness of English in transmitting Chinese culture 
b) Role that Chinese language plays in transmitting Chinese culture 
 
6) Language purity (Isolation of one language from the other languages to prevent 
‘contamination’) 
 
7) Factors affecting language acquisition (in this case, acquisition of Chinese 
language) 
a) Importance of medium of instruction in language acquisition 
b) Importance of other factors (e.g. family, government etc.) in language 
acquisition 
 
8) Their approval or disapproval of the bilingual approach to teaching Chinese and  
their corresponding reasons 
-  factors to consider: which group of learners, what kind of help, who can use 







3.1.4 QUESTIONNAIRE CHARACTERISTICS 
3.1.4.1 DESIGN OF QUESTIONNAIRE 
Attitude statements are written to investigate the language attitudes towards 
Chinese-English bilingualism. Most of the language attitudes are studied by 
forming these statements into likert-scales. The exceptions are language attitude 3 
“Perceptions of the characteristics of English and Chinese” and language attitude 8 
“Their approval or disapproval of the bilingual approach to teaching Chinese and 
their corresponding reasons”. These two language attitudes are examined using 
nominal data. Respondents are asked to indicate “English”, “Chinese” or “Both” 
(for language attitude 3) and “Agree”, “Disagree” or “Neither agree nor disagree” 
(for language attitude 8). Background information about the respondents are 
obtained through categorical data, rankings and tables. These information are used 
to group the respondents and to give an idea of their language usage and 
proficiencies. 
Each likert-scale is designed to measure one language attitude. To improve 
the reliability of the likert-scale, a set of items is constructed in each scale. This 
cancels out any bias due to any vagaries of question wording in a single item. 
Besides since an attitude is more complex than, for example, how one travels to 
school, it is unlikely that a single question will reflect it adequately. Roughly equal 
proportions of positive and negative items are randomly placed to keep the scale 
balanced. As Oppenheim (1992: 200) points out, attitude scales are “techniques for 
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placing people on a continuum in relation to each other, in relative and not in 
absolute terms.” It has to be emphasized that the likert-scales are not meant to 
provide absolute scores concerning a person’s attitudes but rather to be used to 
provide a rough division of people into broad groups with respect to a particular 
attitude.  
The results of the likert-scales are mainly analyzed using Analysis of 
Variance (commonly abbreviated as ANOVA), a statistical method used to 
compare the means of three or more groups. ANOVA guards against multiple Type 
I errors (i.e. incorrectly finding one of the comparisons significant when in fact no 
difference exists). ANOVA determines whether there is an overall difference 
among groups. To find out which groups differ, post-hoc comparisons such as LSD 
(least significant difference, employed in this study) and Dunnett are used to test 
the difference between each pair of means. Another statistical method used in this 
study is the Pearson’s correlation analysis. This analysis finds out if there is a 
relationship between two variables but does not show causation between the 
variables. 
However, the complexities of issues such as “Relationship between 
language and culture” and “Language purity” (as discussed in section 2.4) also call 
for a more in-depth investigation than simply attitude measurement through direct 
techniques. It is with this reason in mind that sentence completion (including single 
word) items have been included in the questionnaire. Examples of such items in the 
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questionnaire include “Reason(s):” (for desire/non-desire to improve own 
proficiencies in the languages) and “I agree because…”, “I disagree because…”, “I 
neither agree nor disagree because…” (reasons for their reactions to the bilingual 
approach). It is hoped that these completion items can reveal associations and 
perceptions on a deeper level than that which would be obtainable through the 
attitude scales.  
The answers to these completion items are analyzed in two ways: by coding 
the responses and by using WordSmith software to process the data. The coding of 
the responses is to provide an idea of the more prominent answers given by the 
respondents. Though requiring much effort, it is a useful way to summarize the data. 
Admittedly, this places the burden heavily on my interpretation of the responses. 
This is why the WordSmith software is also used in the analysis to provide some 
empirical basis to the discussion. 
WordSmith Tools is an integrated suite of programs written by Mike Scott 
for looking at how words behave in texts. The Wordlist tool and the Concord tool 
are used in my analysis. With the Wordlist tool, I am able to see a list of all the 
words or word-clusters in a text, set out in frequency order, thus enabling me to 
look at some of the key lexical terms in the respondents’ answers. The Concord 
tool also gives me a chance to see any word or phrase in context, thus allowing me 
to see how a word or phrase is used. Besides concordancing, the tool also has a 
feature which shows the words which occur in the neighbourhood of a particular 
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search word. These words are known as “collocates”. For example, collocates of 
“letter” might include “post”, “stamp”, “envelope” etc. The default collocate 
horizon (which I adopted in my analysis) is 5 words to the left and 5 words to the 
right. The examination of collocations allows me to see lexical and grammatical 
patterns of co-occurrence, thus enabling me to observe associations between certain 
words and ideas. For instance, I could find out what the term “Chinese” is usually 
associated with.  
It is hoped that with a range of the above-mentioned quantitative and 
qualitative data treatment of the questionnaire, the study will be able to glean rich 
insights of language attitudes through reactions to the bilingual approach of 
teaching Chinese.  
 
3.1.4.2 CONTENTS OF QUESTIONNAIRE 
The survey consists of a total of 24 questions. A copy of the questionnaire is 
provided in Appendix I. Questions 1 to 11 are designed to gather background 
information about the respondents, such as socio- demographic data (e.g. 
nationality, ethnicity, age, gender, occupation, highest educational level, stream of 
education), language acquisition histories, language use patterns and language 
proficiencies. The information is collected in the form of categorical data, rankings 
and tables.  
Questions 12 to 23 are designed to measure and obtain insights about 
language attitudes towards Chinese-English bilingualism. Question 12 deals with 
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language attitudes 1 and 2 “The desire/non-desire for themselves and their children 
to improve their proficiencies in English and Chinese” while Question 13 deals 
with language attitude 3 “Perceptions of the characteristics of English and Chinese”. 
Question 12 requires the respondents to indicate their answers on a 5-point likert-
scale (Strongly agree- Agree- Neutral- Disagree- Strongly disagree) whereas 
Question 13 is in grid form, requiring the respondents to tick their responses.  
Questions 14 to 23 attempt to examine the rest of the language attitudes 
through reactions to the Bilingual Approach to the Teaching of Chinese Language. 
The breakdown is as follows: 
4) How English may or may not help the acquisition of Chinese 
a) Usefulness of using English to learn and improve Chinese (Question 14) 
b) Usefulness of using English to improve attitudes towards Chinese learning 
(Question 15) 
 
5) Relationship between language and culture 
a) Usefulness of English in transmitting Chinese culture (Question 16) 
b) Role that Chinese language plays in transmitting Chinese culture (Question 
17) 
 
6) Language purity (Isolation of one language from the other languages to prevent 
‘contamination’) (Question 18) 
 
7) Factors affecting language acquisition (in this case, acquisition of Chinese 
language) 
a) Importance of medium of instruction in language acquisition (Question 19) 
b) Importance of other factors (e.g. family, government etc.) in language 
acquisition (Question 20) 
 
8) Their approval or disapproval of the bilingual approach to teaching Chinese and 
their corresponding reasons (Questions 21 and 23) 
-  factors to consider: which group of learners, what kind of help, who can use 
English in the classroom, when to stop using the approach (Question 22) 
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Questions 14 to 20 are in the form of likert-scales. Each likert-scale contains at 
least 4 items. For Questions 21 and 22, they are in the form of multiple-choice 
questions. Question 23 is a sentence completion item which allows respondents to 
write down reasons behind their reactions towards the approach. Finally, Question 
24 invites any other comments from the respondents.   
 
3.1.4.3 SAMPLING AND ADMINISTRATION OF QUESTIONNAIRE 
The study required the respondents to be ethnic Singaporean Chinese aged above 
12. The minimal age was determined at 12 because through informal pilot testing 
with children less than 12 years old, it was found that they did not understand the 
issues raised in the questionnaire. A sample of each of the following groups was 
obtained:  
1) ages 13-19  
2) ages 20-39 
3) ages 40 and above who were English-educated 
4) ages 40 and above who were Chinese-educated 
The respondents were obtained by snowball sampling. Some individuals 
(whom I knew on a personal basis and satisfied the criteria of participation) were 
asked to complete the questionnaire. These individuals were then requested to 
identify others who satisfied the inclusion criteria. This method of sampling was 
used because it was impractical to obtain a list of all Singaporean Chinese. It must 
be mentioned that I am aware that recommendations might produce a biased sample. 
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However, with the constraints of getting a list of names for sampling, this was the 
alternative.  
218 questionnaires were given out (in person, by postal mail and by email) 
to those who satisfied the criteria of participating in the study. Of these, 137 
questionnaires were returned. 130 of these questionnaires were of usable quality 
and constituted the sample size for this study. The rejection of the seven 
questionnaires was due to item nonresponse. These respondents did not complete 
several items in the survey mainly because of lack of patience in doing the survey.  
The composition of the sample is described below. 








13-19 13-19 16 16 32 32 
20-39 20-39 18 20 38 70 
40 and above 
English-educated 
41-62 15 15 30 100 
40 and above 
Chinese-educated 
40-66 13 17 30 130 
 
Table 2 Composition of sample 
As can be observed from the table, the gender ratio in each group was kept as 
balanced as possible. Each group consisted of at least 30 respondents so that a 
reasonable comparison could be made between the groups. 
  The item nonresponse rate was relatively low. An average of one 
respondent did not answer Questions 11, 12 and 22 while an average of two 
respondents did not answer Question 13. The reason for the item nonresponse was 
probably due to carelessness as the respondents answered all other questions. Four 
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respondents (one each from groups 2 and 3, two from group 4) did not answer 
Question 23. This was probably due to a reluctance of people to elaborate on their 
opinions as these respondents completed all other questions that required only the 
filling in of information and selection of responses. 
 The survey was administered by fellow respondents who had completed the 
questionnaire and me. Whenever possible, I was present while the respondent 
completed the questionnaire. In cases where the respondents preferred to answer at 
their leisure, the respondents were reminded that they could always email or call 
me for any clarification. As for fellow respondents who helped with the 
administration of the questionnaire, instructions were given to them beforehand 
concerning how to conduct the survey, in particular the need to refrain from 
expressing their own views so that they would not influence the respondent’s 
answers. In cases of doubt, these helpers could also contact me. On average, 
respondents took about 20 minutes to complete the questionnaire. The 
questionnaire was administered over a period of two months, from end January to 
end March 2004.  
 
3.2 PRESS CUTTINGS AND POLICY STATEMENTS 
Besides questionnaires which are used as the primary data in my study, press 
cuttings and policy statements that are relevant to my study are also used in the 
discussion wherever appropriate. The press cuttings are mostly obtained from the 
main English and Chinese newspapers in Singapore, namely The Straits Times and 
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Lianhe Zaobao while the policy statements are obtained from the Singapore 
Ministry of Education website http://www.moe.gov.sg/. These press cuttings and 
policy statements (dated from March 2003 to February 2004) report on the 
development of the bilingual approach to the teaching of Chinese language and 
reactions from the public which raise issues similar to the ones investigated in this 























4.1 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF SURVEY RESPONDENTS 
 
The survey gathered background information about the respondents such as age, 
occupation, highest educational level and language proficiency. The results will be 
presented in this section. 
 
















Figure 2. Distribution of ages in each group 
 
Figure 2 is a scatterplot which shows the dispersion of ages in each group. The age 
ranges of the respondents varied between 13-19 for group 1, 20-39 for group 2, 41-
62 for group 3 and 40-66 for group 4. As we can see from the graph, the 
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distribution of ages in each group is quite even. The respondents of each age group 
are not clustered just around a certain age, thus ensuring that the grouping is 



















1 Production & related 
2 Clerical 
3 Sales & services 
4 Admin & managerial 
5 Professional & technical 
6 Students 
7 Housewives 
8 Others- retirees and  
National Service men 
Figure 3. Occupation of respondents in each group 
 
Figure 3 shows the occupation of respondents in each group. For group 1, the 
respondents were either students or National Service men. This is understandable 
as most Singaporean teenagers attend secondary schools and post-secondary 
institutions such as junior colleges and polytechnics. For group 2, the respondents 
held a range of occupations, except production and related. For groups 3 and 4, the 
respondents held a similar range of occupations. The only difference was that group 
4 had people working in production and related areas whereas group 3 did not.  
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incomplete primary 







Figure 4. Highest educational level of respondents in each group  
 
Figure 4 shows the highest educational level of respondents in each group. For 
group 1, the respondents had primary, secondary or pre-university as highest 
qualification. This is again understandable when we consider their age. For group 2, 
the respondents ranged from those who had up to secondary education to those who 
had university education. For group 3, the respondents ranged from those who had 
up to primary education to those who had up to postgraduate education. For group 
4, the respondents ranged from those who had up to primary education to those 
who had up to university education. Group 3 also had respondents who had 
polytechnic qualifications whereas group 4 did not. The percentages of respondents 
who had pre-university qualifications and below were 80% and 87% respectively in 
groups 3 and 4, showing that the two groups did not vary very much in their 
educational level. However, it is interesting that group 4 had people working in 
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production and related areas whereas group 3 did not, suggesting that English-
medium education provided some advantage to employment in certain kinds of jobs, 
in particular the non-production related ones.  
 
4.1.4 SELF-RATED PROFICIENCIES IN THE LANGUAGES 
 
The overall self-rated proficiency of each respondent was computed by adding the 
respondent’s self-rated skills in the four main areas of a language, namely listening, 
speaking, reading and writing.  A one-way ANOVA was performed on the overall 
self-rated proficiencies of the respondents in Chinese and English. For all statistical 
tests performed in this study, the significance level was taken at .05. Where 





The ANOVA indicated a significant difference in self-rated Chinese proficiency 
across groups, F (3,129) = 29.837, p < .001. Group 1’s ratings of their overall 
proficiencies in Chinese did not differ significantly from group 2’s ratings. This is 
not surprising since both groups underwent the same system of bilingual education 
in school. Group 1’s ratings in Chinese were significantly higher than group 3’s, 
mean difference = 5.171, p < .001.  This could be due to the fact that the 
respondents in group 3 received their education in English-medium schools and 
hence gained less exposure to the Chinese language both in school and in the 
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family domains. However, group 1’s ratings in Chinese were significantly lower 
than group 4’s, mean difference = -2.796, p < .01. This could possibly be due to the 
fact that respondents in group 4 received their education in Chinese-medium 
schools whereas group 1’s respondents received bilingual education in which 
Chinese Language is just a content subject on its own. Among the groups, as 
expected, groups 3 and 4 differed most in their self-ratings of overall proficiencies 
in Chinese, mean difference = 7.967, p < .001. Group 3 rated themselves as 
significantly more proficient in Chinese than group 4. This is not surprising as the 
two groups were educated in schools that had different medium of instruction. The 
differences in self-ratings across groups indicate that the language of teaching in a 
school does affect self-ratings of proficiencies in the language.  
 A report on each group’s mean self-ratings (based on likert scales) in each 
of the various aspects of language proficiency is provided in Table 3.  








1 M 4.375 4.063 3.531 3.469 
 SD 0.660 0.914 1.191 1.218 
2 M 4.158 3.632 3.237 2.842 
 SD 0.789 1.025 1.173 1.263 
3 M 3.333 3.000 2.167 1.767 
 SD 0.884 0.983 1.020 0.935 
4 M 4.833 4.500 4.600 4.300 
 SD 0.379 0.731 0.724 0.915 
Legend 




Table 3 Mean self-ratings and standard deviations of the various aspects in  
Chinese: analysis by groups 
 
The greatest difference in the self-ratings across groups is found in the aspect of 
writing in Chinese. Group 3 differed significantly in self-ratings from group 4 in 
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this aspect, mean difference = -2.533, p < .001. This is understandable as they were 
taught content subjects in different medium. The next difference, second in 
magnitude, is found in the aspect of reading in Chinese. Once again, it was groups 
3 and 4 which contributed to the difference. Group 3 rated themselves as 
significantly less proficient in reading in Chinese than group 4, mean        
difference = -2.433, p < .001. It suggests that for the Chinese language, writing and 
reading skills are more difficult to pick up than listening and speaking skills if the 
school environment is less conducive to learning Chinese language (e.g. Chinese is 
not the medium of instruction for content subjects). It is also interesting that 
respondents in group 1 rated themselves as significantly less proficient than group 
4 in all the skills except speaking in Chinese, suggesting that the young generation 
of Singaporean Chinese today differs from the older generation of Chinese-
educated Singaporean Chinese in all aspects except in speaking Chinese. When 
paired sample T-tests were performed on group 1’s self-ratings in the various skills, 
the results of the tests revealed significant differences between speaking in Chinese 
and the other skills of listening, reading and writing respectively. On the other hand, 
there is no significant difference between their self-ratings on reading and writing 
in Chinese. The paired samples correlation also showed that the correlation 
between reading and writing well in Chinese was the strongest for group 1, having 
a strength of 0.868, p < .001.  This is true even when the self-ratings of other 
groups are observed. For groups 2, 3 and 4, the correlation between reading and 
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writing in Chinese was also the strongest, having strengths of 0.883, 0.837 and 
0.812 respectively, p < .001. These suggest that writing and reading in Chinese are 
closely related skills, which should help to inform us regarding our teaching 
approaches should we wish to improve our Chinese in either aspect.  
 
English Language 
The ANOVA performed on the overall proficiencies of the respondents in English 
revealed a significant difference across groups, F (3, 129) = 31.376, p < .001. It is 
note-worthy that groups 1, 2 and 3 did not differ significantly from one another in 
their overall proficiencies in English whereas group 4 differed significantly from 
the three other groups in terms of overall proficiencies in English, p < .001. The 
significant difference in English proficiencies between groups 3 and 4 is 
understandable as they were educated in schools which had different medium of 
instruction. The fact that there were no significant differences among groups 1, 2 
and 3 suggests that the younger generation of Singaporean Chinese did not differ 
from the older generation of English-educated Singaporean Chinese in terms of 
their proficiencies in English. This might be due to the bilingual school system in 
which the younger generation are taught content subjects in the English medium, 
which was similar to the practice in English-medium schools of the past.  
A report on each group’s mean self-ratings (based on likert scales) in each 
of the various aspects of language proficiency is provided in Table 4.  
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1 M 4.281 4.031 3.938 3.781 
 SD 0.683 0.695 0.840 0.706 
2 M 4.421 4.184 4.290 3.921 
 SD 0.642 0.730 0.654 0.969 
3 M 4.533 4.300 4.333 4.033 
 SD 0.629 0.651 0.661 0.928 
4 M 3.100 2.500 2.567 2.367 
 SD 1.155 1.137 1.104 1.066 
Legend 




Table 4 Mean self-ratings and standard deviations of the various aspects in 
English: analysis by groups 
  
The greatest difference between self-ratings across groups is found in the aspect of 
speaking in English. Group 3 differed significantly from group 4 in this aspect, 
mean difference = 1.800, p < .001. This is understandable since the groups were in 
schools which had different medium of instruction. The next difference, second in 
magnitude, is found in the aspect of reading in English. Again, groups 3 and 4 were 
involved. Respondents in group 3 rated themselves as significantly more proficient 
in reading in English than group 4, mean difference = 1.767, p < .001. This 
suggests that for English language, speaking and reading are the skills which are 
relatively more difficult to pick up if the school environment is not conducive to 
learning English (e.g. English is not the medium of instruction for content subjects).  
 It is interesting that groups 1, 2 and 3 did not differ significantly from one 
another in all four aspects of the language whereas group 4 differed significantly 
from each of the other groups in all aspects (p < .001). This further supports the 
view that the system of education plays a part in the language proficiencies. Like 
the respondents from group 3, those from groups 1 and 2 are or have been taught 
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content subjects in English. This accounts for the relatively high proficiency of 
English for these three groups, compared to group 4.  
 Paired samples T-tests were performed for each group’s self-ratings in the 
various skills. For all the groups, the greatest difference was in the self-ratings of 
listening and writing skills in English, p < .001. Listening and writing were also the 
least-correlated skills for each of the groups. Although these two aspects were the 
least-correlated, the correlations still reached significance for each of the groups,    
p < .001.  For all the groups, the least difference was in the self-ratings of speaking 
and reading skills in English, p > .05.  There is no single pair of most-correlated 
skills for the groups.  
 
Relative language proficiencies for each group 
 
Paired samples T-tests were performed for each group separately to find out each 
group’s relative proficiencies in Chinese and English. For group 1, although the 
respondents gave higher ratings for their proficiencies in English than Chinese 
(mean difference = 0.594), there was no significant difference in self-ratings of the 
two languages. This means that respondents in group 1 perceive themselves to be 
effectively bilingual. It is still moot whether they are in reality effectively bilingual.  
For group 2, the respondents rated themselves as significantly more 
proficient in English than Chinese (mean difference = 2.947), p < .001. This 
suggests that the young generation in my study see themselves as more proficient in 
English than in Chinese. The difference was significantly present for group 2.  
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For groups 3 and 4, there were significant differences in their self-ratings of 
language proficiencies, although they were in different directions. Respondents in 
group 3 rated themselves as significantly more proficient in English than in 
Chinese (mean difference = 6.933), p < .001. Respondents in group 4 rated 
themselves as significantly more proficient in Chinese than in English (mean 
difference = 7.700), p < .001. These results are expected because groups 3 and 4 
received different medium of education. What is more interesting to note is that the 
mean differences in self-ratings of language proficiencies are comparatively 
smaller for groups 1 and 2 than groups 3 and 4. This suggests that with a bilingual 
education system, people perceive themselves to be increasingly effectively 
bilingual.  
 
4.2  LANGUAGE ATTITUDES TOWARDS CHINESE-ENGLISH 
BILINGUALISM 
 
In the following sections, the findings of the survey regarding language attitudes 
towards Chinese-English bilingualism through reactions to the Bilingual Approach 
will be presented and discussed.  
 
4.2.1 DESIRE TO IMPROVE PROFICIENCIES IN CHINESE AND 
ENGLISH 
 
A one-way ANOVA was performed on the respondents’ indications on the likert-
scale of their desires to improve their proficiencies in Chinese and English. The 




There were no significant differences across groups in terms of their desire to 
improve their Chinese. Group 1 had the strongest desire to improve their Chinese, 
followed by groups 2, 3 and 4 in descending order. The two main reasons given by 
those in group 1 who wanted to improve their Chinese were related to examination 
scores ( e.g. “[t]o do better in my tests and exams.”, “[m]y grades for written papers 
pull my overall down.” and “I feel that my grades are not good enough.”) and their 
ethnic identity as Chinese (e.g. “I’m a Chinese and should be fluent in my native 
tongue.”, “I am a Chinese” and “Because I am Chinese?”). It is not surprising that 
group 1 respondents (who are students) wanted to improve their Chinese because 
they wanted to do better in examinations. The more intriguing thing is that they felt 
that a mastery of Chinese language is linked to their identity as a Chinese. This 
rings a similar tone to the “one race = one language = one culture” equation 
(mentioned in section 1.5) which the Singapore government has propagated 
through the Speak Mandarin Campaigns held over the years. It is evident that many 
of our teens have subscribed to this notion. 
 Group 2 respondents who wanted to improve their Chinese cited three main 
reasons: for better communication with others (e.g. “to communicate effectively”), 
for economic benefit (e.g. “[e]conomic reason (rise of China).”) and for knowing 
one’s ethnic language and culture (e.g. “[i]t is my mother tongue” and “[t]o know 
my roots well”). Group 3 respondents were mainly motivated by the desire to 
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communicate effectively with the Chinese-speaking community in Singapore (e.g. 
“[t]o communicate better with the Chinese speaking”). Those in group 4 had self-
improvement reasons such as “to read and write more fluently in Chinese” (my 
translation, AT) as well as to “aim for perfection”. With the rise of China, many are 
motivated to improve their Chinese due to economic gains. Besides this pragmatic 
drive, it is unexpected that some of our younger generation are stirred by ethnic and 
cultural considerations. While schools endorse governmental policies which project 
mother tongues as languages of culture, it does not automatically mean that school 
children will readily absorb the messages of these policies. However, this study has 
showed that many of our young generation are influenced by the governmental 




As for improving their English, there were significant differences across groups. 
Group 1 wanted to improve their English significantly more than group 3. Group 2 
also wanted to improve their English significantly more than group 3. Group 1 had 
the strongest desire to improve their English, followed by groups 2, 4 and 3 in 
descending order. Group 1 was motivated to improve their English because of 
academic reasons (e.g. “Studies need constant improving.” and “I need GP to pass 
my A levels.”- GP stands for General Paper which requires students to write essays 
and answer comprehension passages in English) and because of the importance of 
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English in international communication (e.g. “English is a language that is used 
world-wide” and “[u]seful for communication with the world.”).  
 Group 2 respondents wanted to improve their English primarily because of 
communication needs at the workplace. Instances of such responses include “[t]o 
equip me better communication skills in work.” and “I need to brush up on business 
writing for work purposes.” Many group 4 respondents also wanted to improve 
their English because they needed it for work (e.g. “talk better with clients”). Some 
also felt that their English was poor (e.g. “My English is bad”) and they wanted to 
communicate with other people (e.g. “to be able to communicate with more people 
and express myself” (AT)). Several group 3 respondents also stated communication 
purposes as their reason for wanting to improve their English.  
What can be gathered from these responses is that for the most part, 
respondents wanted to improve their English because of communication needs, be 
it for business reasons or social reasons. This is due to the status of English 
language in the present Singapore society as well as globally. English has become 
one of the languages for social interaction in Singapore and is no longer simply 
playing the role of a language for business. Nevertheless, compared to Chinese, the 
motivations for learning English are more utilitarian in orientation. One of the 
common reasons cited by respondents for learning Chinese is linked to ethnic 




For both languages, group 1 showed the greatest desire to improve them. This may 
be because in pressure-driven Singapore, their main preoccupation now is 
presumably to do well in their studies and this constitutes a very strong driving 
force for them to improve their languages. It also seems that proficient respondents 
tend to have less desire to improve the language, since groups 3 and 4 showed the 
least desire to improve their English and their Chinese respectively. For instance a 
group 3 respondent wrote “I’m already well-versed in the language.” as the reason 
as to why he did not want to improve his English while a group 4 respondent wrote 
“I feel that my Chinese is OK!”  
Another thing worthy to note is that there was no significant difference in 
the desires to improve their Chinese and English for groups 1, 3 and 4 respectively 
whereas group 2 wanted to improve their English significantly more than Chinese. 
Let us take a look at the reasons given by group 2 respondents. Some do not see a 
need to improve their Chinese as they view their knowledge of Chinese as 
sufficient for their communication needs at present. Others are simply not 
interested. On the other hand, many felt that improving their English would aid 







4.2.2 DESIRE FOR CHILD TO IMPROVE PROFICIENCIES IN 
CHINESE AND ENGLISH 
 
About 46% of the 130 respondents answered the questions on whether they would 
like their children to improve their proficiencies in Chinese and English as they 
were applicable to them. A one-way ANOVA was performed on the respondents’ 
indications on the likert-scale of their desires to improve their children’s 
proficiencies in Chinese and English. The respondents were also asked to provide 




There were no significant differences across groups in terms of their desires to 
improve their children’s proficiencies in Chinese. Group 2 had the strongest desire 
to improve their child’s Chinese, followed by groups 4 and 3 in descending order. 
The main reasons as to why group 2 respondents wanted to improve their children’s 
Chinese were that they are Chinese (e.g. “Because she is a Chinese too!”) and that 
they want their children to be able to communicate with others (e.g. “For effective 
communication with people and society.”). Most group 4 respondents would like 
their children to improve their Chinese because they are Chinese and Chinese 
Language is their mother tongue (e.g. “Chinese must be able to understand Chinese 
Language” (AT) and “mother tongue. understand cultural tradition” (AT, translated 
verbatim). Group 3 respondents raised more pragmatic reasons such as “[s]o that 
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There were also no significant differences across groups in terms of their desires to 
improve their children’s proficiencies in English. The results were similar to the 
ones on the question on improving children’s proficiencies in Chinese. Group 2 had 
the strongest desire to improve their child’s English, followed by groups 4 and 3 in 
descending order. Reasons cited by group 2 respondents include the international 
status of English language (e.g. “universal language, most widely used.”) and for 
communication purposes (e.g. “to be able to communicate and write without much 
difficulty.”). Group 4 respondents stated the following as reasons: the international 
status of English language and the key role that English plays in Singapore, both 
commercially and socially (e.g. “to suit Singapore’s environment so as to meet the 
demands at work and in daily life.” (AT)). Many group 3 respondents used the key 
role of English argument as a reason although they did not specify it in the 
Singapore context (e.g. “English is a very important language for written as well as 




Similar to the observation that I mentioned in section 4.2.1 concerning motivations 
for improving one’s language proficiencies, the causes that propel people towards 
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wanting their children’s language proficiencies to improve are different in nature 
according to different languages. The reasons for Chinese are more culturally based 
(with a tinge of pragmatic reason as well) whereas the ones for English are more 
down-to-earth.  It is worth pointing out that several of the respondents recognized 
the bilingual nature of Singapore’s present society (whether for working and/or 
social purposes) and hence wanted their children to improve both English and 
Chinese. This probably accounts for why there were no significant differences in 
the desires for their children to improve their Chinese and English for each of the 
groups. 
 
4.2.3 PERCEPTIONS OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND CHINESE 
LANGUAGE 
 
The graphs below illustrate the 130 participants’ responses regarding characteristics 




















































































































Figure 5. Pie charts showing respondents’ perceptions of English and Chinese 
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As we can see from these charts, more than 50% of the responses indicated 
that English is perceived to be more high-class, more useful commercially and 
easier to learn compared to Chinese. This suggests that in Singapore, English is a 
language still very much associated with high prestige and commercial value. 
Perhaps due to its international status, English is emphasized in the public 
education system and so, is deemed to be easier to learn than Chinese by more than 
half of the respondents. 
The percentages of responses which favoured English were higher than 
those which favoured Chinese for all the questions, except the ones regarding 
friendliness and closeness. This indicates that while English is closely associated 
with its commercial and prestige functions, Chinese is still closely associated for its 
affective functions in the community by a fraction of the respondents. However, the 
fact that almost half of the respondents indicated that both languages are equal in 
terms of being nicer to listen to, creating friendliness and closeness more easily 
suggests that English is also viewed by a significant fraction of people as being 
able to carry affective functions as effectively as Chinese. This is in contrast to the 
findings of Xu et al.’s (1998) survey. The majority of respondents in their survey 
chose “Mandarin” as a cordial language instead of “English” or “Both”. Xu et al. 
also concluded from the results of their survey that English and Chinese were 
polarized in the dimensions of instrumentality and affectivity respectively. It is 
interesting that in the present study, while a fraction of respondents may feel that 
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Chinese is a more affective language compared to English, the majority of 
respondents feel that both are equal. This may signify a trend that English is 
acquiring a new function of affectivity in the Singapore Chinese community. 
Singaporean Chinese may feel that both Chinese and English can be used to 
express affectivity to a comparable extent.  
On the other hand, more than half of the respondents also viewed Chinese 
as being able to make the speaker who speaks it as powerful as someone who 
speaks English.  Although English is still closely associated with prestige and 
commercial value, the authoritative function is shared with Chinese (at least 
according to more than half of the respondents). One possible explanation is that 
while English is still viewed as a language crucial to international trade and 
associated with speakers who have high status in societies, the use of Chinese by 
many of the government officials in Singapore sends the message across to some 
Singaporeans that a person holding power (in this instance, political power) can use 
Chinese too. However, despite this change in authoritative function, more is needed 
to change the people’s perceptions of English as a prestige language, should this be 
desired.  
 
4.2.4 USEFULNESS OF USING ENGLISH TO LEARN AND IMPROVE 
CHINESE 
 
Six likert-scale items in Question 14 were used to gauge the extent to which 
respondents felt that English is useful to help learn and improve Chinese. The items 
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include specific ones such as learning the meanings of Chinese words and general 
ones such as whether students will do better in their Chinese than before. Each 
respondent’s answers to the six items were summed up and divided by the number 
of items that they answered (e.g. a respondent’s total score would be divided by 5 if 
he only answered 5 items) to obtain an average score. The average score is rounded 
up to 3 decimal places.  The procedure for the calculation of the average score is 
the same for all the other questions in the survey involving likert-scale items.  The 
four groups’ results are presented in Table 5.  
 
Group Mean  Standard deviation  
Group 1 2.894 0.617 
Group 2 2.952 0.633 
Group 3 3.334 0.448 
Group 4 2.639 0.630 
 
Table 5 Usefulness of using English to learn and improve Chinese 
As the above table shows, group 4 is the group which least feels that 
English is useful in learning and improving Chinese whereas group 3 is the group 
which most feels that English is useful in learning and improving Chinese. This is 
an interesting observation because it shows that the difference in attitudes towards 
the Bilingual Approach (in particular in terms of how English may or may not 
improve Chinese) is not due to age difference since Groups 3 and 4 are similar in 
age. Instead, the discriminating factor for the older generation in this instance is the 
background of the respondents, in particular the medium of instruction in which 
they were educated.  
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A possible reason as to why group 4 least feels that English is useful in 
learning and improving Chinese might be due to the way they have successfully 
acquired Chinese themselves without the use of English. However, they may have 
disregarded the fact that the environment in which they received their education 
was itself conducive to the learning of Chinese and that this conducive environment 
is no longer available to students presently.  
Group 3 most feels that English is useful in learning and improving Chinese. 
This may be due to the fact that being more proficient in the English language than 
in Chinese language themselves, they may personally find that English as their 
stronger language is helpful in learning and improving Chinese, their weaker 
language. In fact, the general trend is that the more the respondents judged 
themselves as more proficient in English than in Chinese, the more they felt that 
English is useful in learning and improving Chinese. For example, group 1 rated 
their proficiencies in English to be about the same as their proficiencies in Chinese 
whereas group 2 rated their proficiencies in English as significantly higher than that 
for their Chinese. As a result, group 2 felt more strongly than group 1 that English 
is useful in learning and improving Chinese, even though this difference did not 
reach statistical significance.  
A one-way ANOVA performed on the four groups’ results revealed a 
significant difference in the way the groups felt that English is useful in helping to 
learn and improve Chinese, F (3, 129) = 7.106, p < .001. Some interesting 
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observations are highlighted here. Firstly, group 3 differed significantly from each 
of the other groups respectively. This indicates that it is the English-educated older 
generation of Singaporean Chinese who feel that the Bilingual Approach would be 
useful in learning and improving Chinese (mean = 3.334) whereas the other groups 
are significantly not as optimistic about the effects of this teaching approach 
(means for groups 1, 2 and 4 are all below 3 on the likert scale). There are various 
possible reasons for the difference. I have already discussed why group 4’s 
responses were vastly different from group 3’s. As for groups 1 and 2, the 
respondents in these groups probably viewed the approach differently from those in 
group 3 because they were more bilingual compared to group 3, having been 
educated in the bilingual education system. So, they perhaps experienced less 
difficulty in learning Chinese compared to those in group 3. It could also be that 
groups 1, 2 and 4 had stronger notions about language purity than group 3. Thus, 
this could account for why they were less optimistic about the approach than group 
3. This is a possibility that I will look into using the results of the survey when I 
come to section 4.2.9.  
Secondly, group 2 differed significantly from groups 3 and 4 in the extent to 
which they felt that English is useful in learning and improving Chinese. This 
suggests that group 2 did not agree as strongly as group 3 that English is useful in 
learning and improving Chinese and neither did it disagree as strongly as group 4 
that English is useful for that purpose. On the other hand, group 2 did not differ 
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significantly from group 1 in the extent to which they felt that English is useful in 
learning and improving Chinese. This is something that we may observe in other 
questions of the survey to examine in what ways groups 1 and 2 are similar but 
different at the same time. The same thing applies to groups 1 and 4 who did not 
differ significantly in their responses for this question. At this moment, it is 
premature to make any further deductions till we have observed corresponding 
trends in other questions of the survey. 
 
4.2.5 USEFULNESS OF USING ENGLISH TO IMPROVE ATTITUDES 
TOWARDS CHINESE LEARNING 
 
Six likert-scale items in Question 15 were used to gauge the extent to which 
respondents felt that English is useful in improving attitudes towards Chinese 
learning. The attitudes under investigation include those associated with interest, 
level of ease, fear and confidence in learning the language. The four groups’ results 
are presented in Table 6.  
Group Mean  Standard deviation  
Group 1 3.182 0.946 
Group 2 3.268 0.849 
Group 3 3.800 0.638 
Group 4 3.078 0.803 
 
Table 6 Usefulness of using English to improve attitudes towards Chinese 
learning 
 
 Since Questions 14 and 15 deal with ways in which English may or may not 
help the acquisition of Chinese, the results of these two questions will be compared 
and discussed. The results of Question 15 are in a way similar to that in Question 
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14. Once again, it was group 4 who least felt the usefulness of using English to 
improve attitudes towards Chinese learning while group 3 most felt the usefulness 
of using English for this purpose. As discussed earlier for Question 14 in section 
4.2.4, the difference in responses from groups 3 and 4 is most likely due to their 
disparate schooling background. Being educated in Chinese schools, respondents 
from group 4 probably did not have poor attitudes towards Chinese learning, least 
to say that English would not function as a motivational tool for them. As for group 
3, they might have personally experienced the usefulness of using English for this 
function.  
 A one-way ANOVA was performed on the results of the four groups, 
revealing that there is a significant difference in the performance of the four groups, 
F (3, 129) = 4.638. Similar to the findings for Question 14, there is a significant 
difference between group 3 and each of the other groups.  The possible reasons for 
this difference have been discussed in section 4.2.4 so I shall not repeat them here. 
 On the other hand, there are no significant differences found between these 
pairs, groups 1 and 2 and groups 1 and 4 respectively. These findings are in line 
with those for Question 14, giving evidence to suggest that these pairs of groups 
may be rather similar in some ways. For Question 14, groups 2 and 4 are found to 
be significantly different whereas for this question, the groups did not differ 
significantly in their responses. Due to the inconsistency, I have left out this pair of 
respondent groups (2 and 4) in my comparison for similarities.  
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 So far, I have mentioned that the responses in Question 14 were similar to 
those in Question 15 in some ways. However, one difference between the responses 
for these questions is that generally speaking, the respondents were more optimistic 
that the Bilingual Approach would help improve attitudes towards Chinese 
language learning than they felt it would help students to learn and improve 
Chinese, as shown by the mean scores of all the groups which were above 3 on the 
likert-scale, compared to the relatively lower mean scores for Question 14.  
 
4.2.6 USEFULNESS OF ENGLISH IN TRANSMITTING CHINESE 
CULTURE 
 
Six likert-scale items were used to investigate to what extent the respondents felt 
that English is useful in transmitting Chinese culture. The questions are associated 
with the understanding and appreciation of Chinese culture and its concepts. Their 
results are tabulated as below.  
Group Mean  Standard deviation  
Group 1 2.725 0.492 
Group 2 2.943 0.722 
Group 3 3.422 0.536 
Group 4 2.606 0.624 
 
Table 7 Usefulness of English in transmitting Chinese culture 
 The trend of the results for this question is the same as that of Questions 14 
and 15. Groups 4, 1, 2 and 3 felt that English is useful in transmitting Chinese 
culture in ascending degree. A one-way ANOVA was performed on the responses 
of these groups, revealing a significant difference among the groups, F (3, 129) = 
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10.650, p < .001. The differences among the groups match those found in Question 
14. There are significant differences in responses between group 3 and each of the 
other groups respectively and between groups 2 and 4. The reasons for these 
differences have been discussed in section 4.2.4 where the results of Question 14 
are reported. 
 
4.2.7 DOMINANCE OF THE ROLE THAT CHINESE LANGUAGE 
PLAYS IN TRANSMITTING CHINESE CULTURE 
 
Nine likert-scale items in Question 17 were used to gauge the extent to which 
respondents judged Chinese language as playing a dominant role in transmitting 
Chinese culture, as defined in section 2.3. These items probe respondents’ opinions 
regarding whether Chinese language plays a major role in the knowledge and 
practice of Chinese culture and whether only Chinese language can be used to teach 
Chinese culture and moral values. The results are shown in the table below.   
Group Mean  Standard deviation  
Group 1 3.098 0.519 
Group 2 2.713 0.564 
Group 3 2.567 0.474 
Group 4 3.425 0.528 
 
Table 8 The dominance of Chinese language in transmitting Chinese culture 
 
A one-way ANOVA was performed on the results of the four groups, 
revealing a significant difference in the groups’ views concerning this matter, F 
(3,129) = 16.922, p < .001. It is worth pointing out that for this question, groups 1 
and 4 were each significantly different from the rest of the groups. Group 1 
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significantly believed more strongly that Chinese language is dominant in 
transmitting Chinese culture compared to groups 2 and 3 whereas group 4 
significantly believed so even more strongly than group 1, needless to say 
compared to groups 2 and 3.  
It is interesting that although there were no significant differences between 
groups 1 and 2 for Questions 14-16, we notice a significant difference in responses 
between group 1 and 2 for this question. As Questions 14-16 are in general 
concerned with the role of English in teaching Chinese language and Chinese 
culture (in terms of learners’ understanding of the subject, learning attitudes and 
understanding of Chinese culture), the absence of a significant difference in 
responses signifies that groups 1 and 2 share similar views on the role that English 
can play in teaching Chinese and Chinese culture. However, the presence of a 
significant difference in the responses for Question 17 indicates that groups 1 and 2 
diverge in terms of how they view the role of Chinese language in transmitting 
Chinese culture. In particular, it is significant that group 1 believes more strongly 
than group 2 that Chinese language plays a dominant role in transmitting Chinese 
culture. Hence, from the study, it is not the case that the younger a person is, the 
less a person ascribes importance to Chinese language in transmitting Chinese 
culture. It also reveals that while group 1 is generally speaking open to the role that 
English can play in teaching Chinese and Chinese culture, it still holds on strongly 
to the belief that Chinese language plays a dominant role in transmitting Chinese 
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culture. This observation will be elaborated upon in the light of other findings in 
my study in section 5.1.  
Another observation is that while for Questions 14-16, group 3 differs 
significantly from the other groups in the way it views the usefulness of English in 
teaching Chinese and Chinese culture, group 4 differs significantly from the rest of 
the groups in the way it views the role that Chinese language plays in transmitting 
Chinese culture. It seems that both the Chinese-educated and the English-educated 
feel most strongly for matters related to the language (be it Chinese or English) that 
they were instructed in. Thus, it is not the case as often highlighted in language 
debates that give the impression that only the Chinese-educated hold extreme views. 
It is quite intriguing that the results of Question 17 are opposite of those 
obtained in Questions 14-16. For Questions 14, 15 and 16 respectively, the ranking 
of groups (according to scores in ascending order) is group 4, 1, 2, 3. For Question 
17, the ranking of groups (according to scores in ascending order) is group 3, 2, 1, 
4. Correlation tests were carried out on the responses for Questions 16 and 17. The 
reason for choosing these two questions as objects for comparisons was that both 
dealt with the role that language (for Question 16, English and for Question 17, 







4.2.8 CORRELATION BETWEEN LANGUAGE AND CHINESE 
CULTURE 
 
Correlation tests were done on the responses for Questions 16 (reported in section 
4.2.6) and 17 (reported in section 4.2.7), based on the overall 130-sample data set 
and for each of the groups. I will discuss the results of the 130-sample data set first. 
The correlation test conducted on the 130-sample data set revealed a significant 
Pearson Correlation of -.642 between the responses for Questions 16 and 17,          
p < .001 (2-tailed). This suggests that the more strongly people believe that English 
language is useful in transmitting Chinese culture, the less strongly they believe 
that Chinese language plays a dominant role in transmitting Chinese culture and 
vice versa. This is illustrated in the following graph.  
Correlation between responses to Questions 16* and 17**
*Usefulness of English in transmitting Chinese culture
**Dominance of Chinese language in transmitting Chinese culture



















Figure 6. Correlation between responses to Questions 16 and 17 
 The negative correlation suggests that there is a kind of dichotomy between 
views of the roles that English and Chinese can play in transmitting Chinese culture. 
This opposing perception is something which needs to be addressed should one 
desire to obtain a favourable response to the bilingual teaching approach as the 
view that English is incapable of transmitting Chinese culture may raise 
oppositions to the teaching approach, which may in turn affect the way students 
respond to such an approach.  
 The Pearson correlations were also done for each group’s responses to 
Questions 16 and 17. The four groups each showed a significant correlation 
between the two sets of responses. Groups 2 and 3 showed very strong correlations 
of -.711 and -.639 respectively, p < .001 for both. Groups 1 and 4 had correlations 
of -.411 and .432 respectively, both significant at the .05 level. The fact that each 
group’s responses to Questions 16 and 17 had significant correlations corroborates 
the earlier correlation test done on the 130-sample, proving that the correlation 
found was not based on just one or two groups, but rather across all the groups in 
the sample.  
 
4.2.9 LANGUAGE PURITY 
Four likert-scale items were designed in Question 18 to investigate the extent to 
which respondents subscribe to the notion of language purity. These items include 
whether English or Chinese should be purely used in the respective language 
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lessons and whether using English to help teach Chinese is “impure” or “messy” 
(terms used in the questionnaire for authenticity). The results are presented in the 
following table.   
Group Mean  Standard deviation  
Group 1 3.375 0.861 
Group 2 2.954 0.915 
Group 3 2.900 0.770 
Group 4 3.708 0.785 
 
Table 9 Extent to which respondents subscribe to the notion of language  
purity 
 
 A one-way ANOVA was performed on the responses for the groups, 
revealing a significant difference in the extent to which these groups subscribe to 
the idea of language purity, F (3, 129) = 6.453, p < .001. I shall point out some of 
the interesting observations for discussion here.  
 Firstly, just as for Question 17, group 1’s responses were significantly 
different from group 2’s responses. Group 1 subscribed more to the idea of 
language purity than group 2. This reveals another aspect in which group 1 is 
different from group 2. Although as pointed out earlier, group 1 is generally open 
to the idea of using English to help teach Chinese and Chinese culture, it still 
believes that Chinese plays a dominant role in teaching Chinese culture and that we 
should use only Chinese in Chinese lessons.   
This is also quite interesting because one might have expected the youngest 
generation to subscribe least to the idea of language purity since young people are 
generally labelled as liberal and open-minded. In fact, group 1 subscribed 
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significantly more to the notion of language purity than group 3 too. Group 3 
subscribed least to the notion whereas group 4 subscribed most to the notion. Thus, 
it allows me to say that it is not the case that the older a person is, the stronger his 
idea of language purity. Instead, the medium of instruction of their education 
received seems to be a stronger factor among the older generation over here. The 
English-educated (group 3) significantly subscribed less to the notion than the 
Chinese-educated (group 4), p < .001.  
It also seems to be the case that the more proficient in Chinese (compared to 
English) a respondent is, the stronger his idea of language purity. Groups 2 and 3, 
which judged themselves as significantly more proficient in English than in 
Chinese, subscribed less to the idea of language purity than groups 1 and 4, which 
judged themselves as equally proficient, if not more proficient in Chinese than in 
English (refer section 4.1.4).  
The results of Questions 17 and 18 are similar. For both questions, the 
ranking of groups (according to scores in ascending order) is group 3, 2, 1, 4. As 
pointed out earlier in section 4.2.7, this is opposite of those obtained for Questions 
14-16. The reason postulated is the same. Questions 14-16 dealt with how English 
is useful to help teach Chinese whereas Questions 17-18 dealt with how Chinese 
language is dominant in transmitting Chinese culture and the related notion of 
language purity, with particular reference to Chinese. Thus, it is within 
expectations that the two sets of questions would obtain contrastive responses, even 
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though it was beyond my expectation that the results would turn out neatly in the 
reverse order for each set.  
Having pointed out that the notion of language purity is related to the 
dominance of Chinese language in transmitting Chinese culture, correlation tests 
were carried out on the responses for Questions 17 and 18 to find out the nature of 
the relationship between these two factors. The tests were done on the overall 130-
sample data set and also for each of the groups. 
 
4.2.10 CORRELATION BETWEEN DOMINANCE OF CHINESE 
LANGUAGE IN TRANSMITTING CHINESE CULTURE AND 
LANGUAGE PURITY 
 
The results of the correlation test done on the 130-sample will be discussed first 
before proceeding to that of the individual groups. The test done on the 130-sample 
data set revealed a high Pearson correlation of  .576, p < .001 (2-tailed). This means 
that the more strongly people believe that Chinese language is dominant in 
transmitting Chinese culture, the more strongly they believed in the idea of 





























 *Dominance of Chinese language in transmitting Chinese culture 
 
  **Language purity 
 
Figure 7. Correlation between responses to Questions 17 and 18 
 
It is not surprising that responses to the two questions were positively 
correlated. One way of explaining the correlation is that the insistence that Chinese 
language is dominant in transmitting Chinese culture is, in itself, a manifestation of 
a form of language purity ideology. Respondents may exclude other languages 
from performing the function of transmitting Chinese culture and thus oppose their 
use in Chinese lessons. Hence, it would be expected that responses to both 
questions shared a positive relationship.  
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The Pearson correlations were also done for each group’s responses to 
Questions 17 (reported in section 4.2.7) and 18 (reported in section 4.2.9). The four 
groups each showed a significant correlation between the two sets of responses. 
Groups 2, 3 and 4 showed very strong correlations of  .462,  .563 and .575 
respectively, p < .01 for all. Group 1 had a correlation of  .384, significant at the .05 
level. The fact that each group’s responses to both questions had significant 
correlations corroborates the earlier correlation test done on the 130-sample, 
proving that the correlation found was not based on just one or two groups, but 
rather across all the groups in the sample.  
 I have just pointed out that the belief that Chinese language is dominant in 
transmitting Chinese culture may be a manifestation of language purity ideology. It 
would be interesting to make a further observation as to how language purity 
ideology may or may not be related to the perceived usefulness of English in 
transmitting Chinese culture.  
 
4.2.11 CORRELATION BETWEEN USEFULNESS OF ENGLISH IN 
TRANSMITTING CHINESE CULTURE AND LANGUAGE PURITY 
 
Pearson correlation tests were conducted on the overall 130-sample and for each of 
the groups’ responses to Questions 16 (reported in section 4.2.6) and 18 (reported 
in section 4.2.9). The result of the 130-sample would be reported first. There was a 
high Pearson correlation of  -.452, p< .001 (2-tailed). The relationship between the 
two variables is illustrated in the following graph.  
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Correlation between responses to Questions 16* and 18**




















Figure 8. Correlation between responses to Questions 16 and 18 
 As shown in Figure 8, there is a negative relationship between responses to 
both questions. This suggests that the more strongly people believed in language 
purity, the less strongly they would think that English is useful in transmitting 
Chinese culture and vice versa. What this points out is that language purity 
ideology does play a part in the extent to which people perceive English to be 
useful in transmitting Chinese culture. As I have highlighted earlier in section 4.2.8, 
there is a dichotomy between the perceived roles that English and Chinese 
language can play in transmitting Chinese culture. I have also argued that it is 
necessary to address this opposing perception should we want a favourable 
response towards the Bilingual Approach of using English to help teach Chinese. It 
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is important to add that it is not just about the role of the two languages in 
transmitting Chinese culture, but it involves the wider issue of language purity in 
general. Many notions of language purity ideology are deep-rooted in people’s 
minds and are irrational. According to Thomas (1991: 36), linguistic purism is 
governed primarily by “the affective attitudes (which are controlled by emotional 
factors) and the traditional attitudes (based on a reverence for custom)” which have 
a non-rational basis. It is definitely a difficult, albeit necessary, issue to address.  
The Pearson correlations were also done for each group’s responses to 
Questions 16 and 18. The groups each showed a significant correlation between the 
two sets of responses, except for group 1 which did not show any significant 
correlation. Group 4 showed a very strong correlation of  -.647 respectively,           
p < .001 for all. Groups 2 and 3 had correlations of  -.502 and -.399, significant at 
the .01 level and .05 level respectively. It is interesting that the results of the 
Pearson test for group 1 not only did not show a significant negative correlation, it 
in fact revealed a positive correlation, though insignificant. This indicates that for 
group 1, language purity ideology may not have a significant bearing on how they 
perceive English to be useful in transmitting Chinese culture and vice versa. A 
possible reason could be even though they may believe strongly in language purity, 
the pragmatic advantage of using English in aiding understanding of the Chinese 
culture may cause them to perceive English as useful in transmitting Chinese 
culture. This is reflected in respondents’ statements in the questionnaires such as  
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“English is a medium for students and teachers to communicate if Chinese is too 
tough to use. English can be used to teach values which the Chinese embraced.” 
The pragmatic advantage of using English is an important factor which may 
motivate people to accept the Bilingual Approach of teaching Chinese, especially 
for the younger generation. For others, cultural considerations still preside over 
pragmatic considerations. 
 
4.2.12 FACTORS AFFECTING LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 
The aim of the bilingual teaching approach of using English to help teach Chinese 
is to facilitate the acquisition of Chinese among school children. Thus, it is 
important to examine the factors affecting language acquisition. Questions 19 and 
20 were designed to investigate the factors which people felt were pertinent to the 
learning of Chinese. These factors include the following: medium of instruction, 
family, government (inclusive of schools), students themselves, friends and the 
public’s perception of Chinese. There were fifteen likert-scale items in all. Each 
participant answered the items and the average score for each factor was recorded.  
A one-way ANOVA was performed on each group’s ratings of the 
importance of each factor to the acquisition of Chinese. Comparing the mean score 
for each factor, each group’s rankings of the factors were obtained. The rankings of 





Group 1: students, family, public, friends, government, medium of instruction 
Group 2: students, family, friends, public, government, medium of instruction 
Group 3: students, family, friends, public, government, medium of instruction 
Group 4: family, public, students, friends, government, medium of instruction 
 
 As shown above, the rankings of groups 1, 2 and 3 are similar. In fact, 
groups 2 and 3 had exactly the same rankings of the factors. Group 1 differed from 
groups 2 and 3 in that Group 1 accorded more importance to public than friends in 
the acquisition of Chinese. All the three groups accorded the greatest importance to 
the students themselves. This meant that the respondents in the three groups agreed 
that in order to learn Chinese, it is most important that the students themselves must 
have positive attitudes towards learning Chinese themselves. The second factor that 
was accorded importance by the three groups was family.  
 It is interesting to look at the rankings of group 4 as it is quite different from 
the rest of the groups. Group 4 regarded family as the most important factor in the 
acquisition of Chinese, followed by the public and afterwards the students. It could 
reflect the Chinese philosophy of emphasizing on the family as the central unit 
responsible to pass down linguistic and cultural heritage. The fact that group 4 felt 
that the public was the second most important factor in Chinese acquisition also 
meant that group 4 probably felt that the external environment (in terms of family 
environment and public environment) played a vital role in Chinese acquisition. 
This is not surprising especially when Chinese language does not enjoy a high 
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social status in Singapore society in general (as discussed in section 4.2.3). 
 It is noteworthy that despite the differences, all the groups regarded the 
government and the medium of instruction as relatively less important factors in 
language acquisition. This shows that Singaporeans admit that there is a very 
limited extent that the government (inclusive of schools) can be of assistance with 
regards to language acquisition. In particular, group 4 rated the government as 
significantly less important than the factors that precede it in importance. The 
Bilingual Approach of changing the medium of instruction to include English in the 
Chinese language classroom is seen as contributing least to the acquisition of 
Chinese. In fact, all the groups rated the medium of instruction as significantly less 
important than all the other factors.  
What this survey tells us is that the governmental initiatives (which include 
introducing the bilingual teaching approach in schools, improving teaching 
methodology, providing an easier syllabus of Chinese etc.) are not perceived as 
central to the acquisition of Chinese among school children. Instead, some attention 
could possibly be channelled to emphasize to both parents and students that 
language acquisition depends mainly on their own attitudes and practices rather 
than the schools’ initiatives and that this is a conscious decision that they have to 
make and commit themselves to, should they wish to improve their own or their 
child’s Chinese.  
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4.2.13 RESPONSE TO THE BILINGUAL APPROACH OF USING 
ENGLISH TO HELP TEACH CHINESE 
 
In Question 21, participants were asked to indicate their responses towards the 
Bilingual Approach by circling one of the three options: agree, disagree and neither 
agree nor disagree. In addition, the respondents were requested to provide reasons 
for their decisions in Question 23. These open-ended responses were analysed with 
the aid of WordSmith software and its findings are discussed jointly with those of 
Question 21 since they deal with the same subject. For group 1, 37.5% agreed, 
21.9% disagreed while 40.6% neither agreed nor disagreed. This is illustrated in the 
following graph.  
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Figure 9. Group 1’s response towards the Bilingual Approach 
There are almost equal proportions of group 1’s respondents who agreed to the 
approach and who neither agreed nor disagreed. The reasons cited for agreement 
with the approach are that the approach aids in the understanding of the meanings 
of Chinese words (e.g. “it helps students to understand the meaning of Chinese 
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words better.”, “[s]tudents who are weak in Chinese would be able to cope better in 
this subject as they can fully understand the meaning of the Chinese character 
words.”) and that it helps the students to understand what the teacher is saying and 
thus helps in the learning of Chinese (e.g. “What use is it to learn Chinese if I don’t 
understand a heck of what the teacher is saying?”). In fact, among the responses in 
group 1 which agreed to the approach, one of the collocates of “Chinese” (19 
instances) is “understand” (8 instances), co-occurring seven times. The 
concordance listing is shown. 
N Concordance
1 to students helps it understand. inese will be 
students that ced. The important 
as subject e able to 
students some each them. there 
Chinese learn ery wrong. What 
will Chinese  doesn't know 
weak are ell. it can 
able to of Chinese words better. Y
2 to able is factor is and words through us
3 fully can they cope better in this of the Chinese character w
4 can't really who are how are they going to learn 
5 don't I if use is it to of what the teacher is saying? T
6 to able be how to speak it helps students to understand the me
7 can Chinese in help people who by the language of English. I find
understand the meaning 
understand Chinese phrases 
understand the meaning 
understand chinese, so 
understand a heck 
understand.   
understand it well 
 
Figure 10. Edited concordance listing of understand 
This shows that the respondents place on a high emphasis on the role of 
understanding in the learning of Chinese. With increasingly more students from 
English-speaking families,the respondents’ concern with the ability of students to 
understand Chinese clearly is legitimate. 
 As for those who neither agreed nor disagreed to the approach, they 
recognized that the approach would make it easier for English-speaking pupils to 
understand Chinese as English can help to explain the meanings of some Chinese 
words that using Mandarin alone would not do the job. Instances of such responses 
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include “[s]ometimes we couldn’t understand the Chinese meaning given to explain 
some other phrases.”, “[i]t can help English speaking pupils to understand more 
and better in understanding Chinese.” and “English makes it more easier to 
understand.” It is interesting that the respondent who wrote that “[s]ometimes we 
couldn’t understand the Chinese meaning given to explain some other phrases.” 
does not come from an English-speaking family and in fact speaks Chinese most 
often, followed by English. If the respondent sometimes could not understand the 
explanations in Chinese, we can imagine the difficulties that students from English-
speaking families face.  
 Despite recognizing that English can help in the understanding of Chinese, 
there is a sense that something important about Chinese will be lost if English is 
used in the Chinese language classroom. For example, “[w]e learn Chinese is 
because of knowing our origin. If our Chinese are learn using English, it make 
learning the subject useless.” The word “origin” connotes the idea of a source and a 
foundation. It can possibly be linked to the idea of ethnic and cultural roots. The 
words of one respondent sums up the ambivalent attitude that some may have 
towards the approach, “[s]ometimes English really could help in explaining some 
of the meanings of the Chinese words but it also can’t really explain the real 
meaning and the real value behind it.” Notice the use of the word “value” which 
could also suggest some idea of moral values associated with the language. Thus, 
while the practical consideration concerning the understanding of the language may 
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be a compelling reason for some to endorse the approach, cultural considerations 
act as constraining factors at the same time. 
 For those who oppose the approach, a common reason cited is the fear that 
the approach may create a reliance on English to be used in learning Chinese. 
Examples include “in time, students will depend most on English to learn Chinese. 
furthermore, some students are only interested with English is used.”, “students 
would tend to use English more frequently” and “[i]t will then be an English class.” 
There is a need to address this fear that the approach may result in a reliance on 
English and perhaps educate the public on specific ways in which this approach 
would pre-empt this from happening. By informing the public, it can set fears at 
ease and perhaps help parents to cooperate and work together with the schools. 
 Other reasons cited for opposing the Bilingual Approach smack of language 
purity ideology. These include statements such as “[w]e only speak Chinese during 
Chinese lesson”, “to input ‘pure’ Chinese, English should not be used at all.”, “[i]t 
is very funny and hard using English to teach Chinese.” and “English and Chinese 
are two different language.” While it is still possible to treat the last statement as a 
factual response, it is hard to do that for the rest of the statements. The idea of 
“pure” Chinese to be protected from English is clearly an indication of language 
purity ideology. The use of the word “funny” suggests that the respondent feels 
using English to help teach Chinese is unnatural but yet finds it hard to explain why 
she feels this way (or does not know why she feels this way). This is something 
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very common of language purity ideology. The justification of the ideology is often 
hard to be articulated. 
 Another point is that among the responses which opposed the Bilingual 
Approach, the word “should” occurred 5 times (out of the 134 types). The 
following is its concordance listing. 
N Concordance
1 Chinese class.  English an be portant.  It 
indifficulty  really great 
teaching for e should be 
during instruction e of 
input to ng Chinese lesson  
will then teaching Chinese and English s
2 he/she but understanding,  Chinese dictionary/helpful resourc
3 Englishand Chinese used separately to prevent the student
4 Chinese lessons.]]  Chinese used to teach Chinese, so that ther
5 EnglishChinese, 'pure' used at all. Otherwise in time, stude
should be used for 
should look up 
 should be taught 
should be only 
 should not be 
 
Figure 11. Edited concordance listing of should 
As the concordance listing shows, the word “should” (or its negative variant 
“should not”) is mostly used by the respondents to assert the language which they 
would like (or would not like) to see in the Chinese language classroom. The use of 
the modal operator “should” which in these instances indicates a sense of 
obligation, suggests how strongly the respondents feel towards this issue. As to 
what grounds the respondents base their obligations on is subject to various 
possibilities, among them being the language purity ideology as mentioned earlier. 
For example, in the last concordance listing of “should”, its negative variant 
“should not” is used to protest against the use of English to keep the input of 
Chinese in the Chinese language classroom ‘pure’. 
As for group 2, 52.6% agreed, 18.4% disagreed and 28.9% neither agreed 
nor disagreed. The following graph illustrates the results.  
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Figure 12. Group 2’s response towards the Bilingual Approach 
 The reasons cited by more than 50% of Group 2’s respondents who 
supported the approach include English being an aid to the understanding of 
Chinese language and that this approach lowers the affective filter that English-
speaking students have towards learning Chinese. Examples of the responses 
include “[i]t help people weaker in Chinese to understand the language better”, “[i]t 
helps these students grasp meanings of words that would otherwise be ignored or 
forgotten if Chinese alone is used to teach”, “it will give more motivation.”, “it 
reduces the fear and stress level of students who are weak in Chinese.” and  “it 
makes Chinese less intimidating”.  
 The respondents view the approach as a help to English-speaking students. 
One of the collocates of “English” (16 instances) is “help” (8 instances). They co-
occur 4 times. The concordance listing is presented. 
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N Concordance
1 to English using LEnglish r command of 
english if e been better 
strength our reason why we 
language the n Chinese to 
anguage. Chinese Language can be helpful 
2 to used was accomplished I disagree that using english w
3 to English in can't use struggling Chinese. [[On the contrary, 
4 wilit better  understand speaking students in learning Chinese
help explain the 
help teach Chinese. 
help in our 
l help English-
 
Figure 13. Edited concordance listing of help  
 
It is significant that the respondents who agreed to the approach view it as a tool to 
help the students from English-speaking families learn Chinese. This is something 
which is absent from the responses of people who may object to the approach. In 
fact, one group 2 respondent who opposed the approach employed the phrase 
“replacing Chinese with English” to refer to the approach. This meant that the 
respondent saw English as playing a supplanting role, instead of a supplemental 
role in the approach. This could be due to a lack of understanding of the approach 
itself (highly unlikely since it was clearly explained in the questionnaire) or it could 
be a reflection of how people tend to view English and Chinese as conflicting. The 
latter has been mentioned earlier in section 4.2.8, with reference to the role that 
each language can play in transmitting Chinese culture. 
 It must be said that although the respondents approved of the Bilingual 
Approach, they also added that other factors such as parents and friends contribute 
to the acquisition of Chinese. Examples of such sentiments include “[i]f parents 
have a positive attitude and reinforce the importance of Chinese, then perhaps the 
child would be able to learn Chinese Language better. parents attitude towards 
 134
Chinese Language has an effect on their child.” and “other factors such as family, 
friends and environment come into play too”.  
 Among those who opposed the approach, this point was also raised but in a 
different stance. They did not see the Bilingual Approach as contributing to 
Chinese language acquisition and emphasized the importance of factors that would 
contribute to it. Examples include “learning Chinese needs immersion into the 
language”, “I feel that language should be acquired not only from the school but 
from other sources of environment, e.g. family, friends, etc.” and “[t]o learn 
Chinese, one ought to: listen Chinese more, read more Chinese, write more Chinese 
and also to speak more Chinese.” The main point of these responses was immersion 
in the Chinese language.  
 Other reasons cited by group 2 respondents who opposed the approach were 
that this approach would be confusing to both teachers and students, students would 
tend to think in the English medium and that the meanings of Chinese concepts 
may be lost or distorted. Basically, the respondents who stated these reasons saw 
English at variance with Chinese. The WordSmith analysis provides evidence to 
this reading. One of the collocates of “English” (14 instances) was “Chinese” (28 
instances), co-occurring 10 times. Out of the 10 co-occurrences, English is used 
negatively with reference to Chinese 5 times. The concordance listing is presented.  
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N Concordance
1 when lost/contorted Meaning himself.  express  to 
students for e Language, tendency 
teacher. Language  for the 
to tend  teach Chinese, 
language the immersion into 
English used to explain 
English and Chinese 
English and another 
English medium instead 
English would encourage 
Chinese concepts. The sta
2 both confuse to usage Messy for the Chinese 
3 in moment One Chinese in Chinese. Most Chinese Lan
4 the in think the pupil(s) will of Chinese. Pupils who ar
5 with Chinese replacing the student to switch to 
 
Figure 14. Edited concordance listing of English 
It is clear that for these respondents, English does not help in the learning of 
Chinese but instead hinders it. 
 A lack of confidence in the ability of students and teachers to use this 
approach to their benefit also prevents many from endorsing the approach. 
Instances include, quoted verbatim, “Don’t know whether the English standard of 
present Chinese teachers are high enough.”, “it is haphazard”, “May propagate 
Singlish which is problematic if students cannot codeswitch.” and “tendency for 
students to confuse both English and Chinese usage. Messy for the Chinese 
Language teacher. One moment in English and another in Chinese. Most Chinese 
Language teacher are proficient in mother tongue and not in English Language.” 
Besides reflecting sadly about our levels of language proficiency in the two 
languages, these responses also suggest a lack of confidence in the way the 
approach is being carried out.  
By using the term “haphazard”, one respondent assumed that this is not a 
systematic approach. It is also interesting that a respondent raised the issue of 
codeswitching. The respondent was rather pessimistic about the ability of students 
to codeswitch despite the fact that bilingualism is one of the central tenets of 
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education in Singapore. Codeswitching is regarded as one of the distinguishing 
feature of bilinguals or multilinguals. As Romaine (2000: 55) points out, “learning 
to speak more than one language often involves putting together material from two 
languages. This is a part of the normal process of growing up bilingually and 
acquiring competence in more than one language.” If our aim is to raise bilinguals 
in our society, codeswitching should be used in language lessons. To allay fears 
that this would result in a less competent use of language, students should be 
exposed to acceptable forms of codeswitching in the language classrooms.  
Like those respondents in group 1 who opposed the approach, group 2 
respondents provided reasons which have tints of language purity ideology. 
Examples of their responses include “Chinese should be taught in Chinese.” and 
“[d]egrades Chinese Language”.  
For those in group 2 who neither agreed nor disagreed to the approach, 
some respondents recognized that the Bilingual Approach would help to explain the 
meanings of Chinese words and that it would build students’ confidence in the 
language but others were negative about the effects of this approach on Chinese 
language learning. One of the collocates of “Chinese” (27 instances) was “learning” 
(5 instances), with 5 co-occurrences. Out of those 5 co-occurrences, 3 dealt with the 







Figure 15. Edited concordance listing of Chinese 
 Another objection to the approach is that students may value English more 
than Chinese. Examples of such responses are “[t]he language spoken is also 
important in affecting the mindset of the students.”, “may seem like we’re 
endorsing English as a more basic language, more useful than Chinese.”, “[c]auses 
people to focus more on English than Chinese. to a certain extent, prevents students 
from ‘going all the way’ to pursue excellence in Chinese. it’s distracting.” Perhaps 
we should emphasize to the students who are studying Chinese under this Bilingual 
Approach that the use of English does not mean that it is more essential than 
Chinese. 
 Other objections include the confusion that the approach may cause (e.g. 
“students better in their respective languages may find it disruptive.” and “it may 
also be quite a disorder/confusing”) and that the approach would impinge on the 
purity of Chinese. Statements such as “Chinese would be taught no longer in pure 
Chinese but a mixture”, “the essence of Chinese cannot be expressed adequately by 
English all the time.” and “not pure when spoken” indicate that respondents feel 
that using English in Chinese lessons would contaminate Chinese. It is interesting 
that a few of these respondents recognize that the approach would aid in the 
understanding of some Chinese words but they value the idea of language purity 
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even more. The words of one respondent sums it up, “it should be helpful and it is 
an innovative method, but I feel strongly for my mother tongue thus cherish the 
“purity” of the language if learnt on its own it is more meaningful.” 
Next, 73.3% of group 3’s respondents agreed to the Bilingual Approach, 
6.7% disagreed while 20.0% neither agreed nor disagreed. The graph below 
illustrates the results. 
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3.00: Neither agree    
nor disagree 
Figure 16. Group 3’s response towards the Bilingual Approach 
 
 The majority of group 3’s respondents agreed to the Bilingual Approach. 
This could be due to the fact that they are English-educated themselves and hence 
foresee the advantage that English can bring about if it is used to help teach 
Chinese.  
 The reasons cited by group 3’s respondents include familiar ones such as 
the approach would help students’ understanding of Chinese words and that the 
approach would increase students’ interest in the Chinese language. Examples 
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include “as he or she gets to recognise more and more of Chinese characters, they 
will pick up interest and begin to appreciate Chinese instead of being disgusted 
with it.”, “[i]f you use Chinese completely to teach Chinese, guaranteed they will 
lose interest and get nowhere.” and “[i]t will help the students understand the 
Chinese meaning of the word, and the learning of Chinese more enjoyable.”  
 Some also mentioned that the approach would result in better 
communication between students and teachers. Instances of such responses include 
“if the teacher just speak Chinese and not explain, children (primary) especially 
will not ask for an explanation if they don’t understand.”, “[e]asy to put across the 
question/answer if find difficult to explain” and “in using English, there will be 
better communication between students and teachers.” 
They were also quick to add that the approach would be helpful especially 
for children from English-speaking families. For instance, a respondent wrote 
“children these days come from English-educated homes and thus are weaker in 
Chinese. using a language familiar to them to teach Chinese may make Chinese 
less intimidating.” One respondent even added that “[u]sing English in chinese 
lesson not only help the English speaking children it also help those chinese 
speaking children who are weak in English. both benefit it.” Perhaps we could 
further explore whether the approach would be useful for those who are weak in 
English. A respondent also mentioned that this approach should act as a “headstart” 
and not to take over formal Chinese learning.  
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The few objections to the approach include the apprehension that some 
Chinese words would be difficult to explain in English and that “learning Chinese 
language meant learning how to speak and use the language” (AT). It is interesting 
that the latter comment came from a respondent who spoke Chinese more than 
English and rated himself as more proficient in Chinese than English. Thus it is not 
surprising that he did not value the approach as he probably would not have 
experienced the agony that children from English-speaking families face in learning 
Chinese. As for the former comment, it is a justifiable concern that many have over 
this issue, even among those who support the approach. 
As for those who neither agreed nor disagreed to the approach, there was a 
sense of reluctance among some to comment because they felt that this was still a 
relatively new approach. Their responses were “[s]till too early to judge the result 
only time will tell.” and “English language is the mainstream in teaching for the 
past 40 years. Learning of Chinese started recently. It is very subjective.”  
Other responses include a call for Chinese learning to be done the “fun-
way”. However, there were two different suggestions as to how to make Chinese 
language learning fun. One respondent mentioned that once the students become 
more competent in Chinese, the lessons should be conducted in solely the Chinese 
medium and that there could be more projects and role-plays, removing the 
emphasis on examinations. Another respondent proposed ‘fun’ in another way. The 
suggestion was that “Chinese lessons to be taught in English should be encouraged 
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so as to instill a strong sense of learning Chinese in a simple and ‘fun-way’”. The 
Ministry of Education is looking into ways to make Chinese language learning 
more innovative and fun. It would be interesting perhaps to investigate what the 
students deem as ‘fun’ ways of learning and whether the medium of instruction in 
the Chinese language classroom would play any role in it.  
Last but not least, 40% of group 4’s respondents agreed to the approach, 
36.7% disagreed while 23.3% neither agreed nor disagreed. The results are shown 
in the following graph.  
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3.00: Neither agree    
nor disagree 
Figure 17. Group 4’s response towards the Bilingual Approach 
  
It is noteworthy that there are almost equal proportions of group 4’s 
respondents who agreed and who disagreed to the Bilingual Approach. The reasons 
cited by those who supported the approach include typical ones such as it helps 
students’ understanding of Chinese (e.g. “English really can help those who are 
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weak in Chinese language to understand Chinese easily.”, “teachers’ explanations 
can create a quicker and deeper impression on students and allow them to 
understand more quickly” (AT) and “if you do not use English to explain Chinese, 
the students will utterly not understand.” (AT)) and that students will be more 
interested in learning Chinese (e.g. “students may not be interested to learn chinese 
at all if they do not understand the language.”, “it makes Chinese more interesting”, 
“can help weak students in Chinese to gain an interest in learning the language.” 
and “today’s students do not have much interest in learning Chinese, so by using 
English to teach, they will have more interest” (AT)).  
 Amidst the above reasons given in support of the approach, there is a tinge 
of lamentation and acceptance of the status of the Chinese language in the present 
Singapore society. This is revealed in responses such as “[a]ctually the lowering of 
Chinese language standards should be due to the absence of a practical usage space. 
No commercial use, many occasions also do not require Chinese to be used. All the 
governmental departments, schools, banks and important organizations use English 
primarily, so can Chinese language not go downhill?” (AT) and “because our 
country is a country which uses English a lot, at many government departments, 
sometimes we can’t see a single Chinese word, making people to constantly go 
towards English. Some students do not need to use Chinese words once they work 
in the society. Imperceptibly Chinese slowly weakens, making one generation’s 
Chinese worse than the previous.” (AT) Due to a recognition of the roles that 
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Chinese and English play in today’s Singapore society, these respondents view the 
approach as a practical method that is needed to help students understand the 
Chinese lesson. 
 Objections to the approach include the argument that students may think in 
the English medium instead of the Chinese medium. For example, respondents 
wrote “[t]hey will find it hard to speak/write in Chinese if they don’t think in 
English.” and “making the students think in the Mandarin medium is the only way 
for them to speak correct Mandarin” (AT).  
 The respondents also did not endorse the approach because of the language 
purity ideology. This is shown in responses such as “using English in Chinese 
lessons would make the students’ knowledge in Chinese impure” and “should use 
pure Mandarin to learn Chinese language” (AT). These responses were single 
statements that were not further elaborated upon. The statements were inexplicit as 
to what exactly about Chinese language would be made impure by the use of 
English.  
 A point raised in relation to the language purity ideology is that Mandarin 
plays a very important role in transmitting Chinese culture through the Chinese 
language lesson. The following statements exemplify this point: “only Mandarin 
can be used to teach Chinese language, because only this can allow Chinese culture 
to be carried forward.” (AT) and “using Mandarin in Chinese language lessons 
makes students better understand Chinese culture and moral values.” (AT) Through 
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these responses, we can see that Mandarin has acquired the status of not simply a 
language, but also as a cultural vehicle. To these respondents, using the Bilingual 
Approach would be tantamount to removing or at least contaminating this vehicle.  
 Among the group 4 respondents who neither agreed nor disagreed to the 
approach, some of them felt that while the approach would aid students’ 
understanding of Chinese words, it would disadvantage them in their understanding 
of Chinese in some ways. The following responses illustrate this: “I feel that 
English may make students not understand Chinese culture but it is useful when 
students are really weak.” and “[o]n the one hand, it’ll help in gaining 
understanding certain words/expressions but ultimately the essence of chinese can 
also be felt through the language itself.” According to these respondents, the 
understanding of Chinese culture and the “essence” of Chinese would be hampered 
if the Bilingual Approach is used.  
The use of the term “essence” is striking. The word “essence” refers to the 
most indispensable quality of something. Admittedly, it is arguable as to what is the 
most indispensable quality of Chinese. To some, it may be the Chinese culture, to 
others it may be the ability to speak Mandarin, yet to some others it may mean a 
synthesis of various factors. What is significant is that Mandarin is seen to 
exemplify at least part of this essence and using the Bilingual Approach is seen to 
hamper the essence from being felt. From this, it can be gathered that to some, 
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Mandarin is not merely a language but it brings out the essence of Chinese, 
whatever it may be.  
Overall, out of the 130 respondents who answered the questionnaires, 
50.8% agreed to the approach, 20.8% disagreed whilst 28.5% neither agreed nor 
disagreed. The results are illustrated in the following graph.  
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3.00: Neither agree    
nor disagree 
Figure 18. Overall response towards the Bilingual Approach 
 
It is worth pointing out that only about half of the respondents agreed 
despite the fact that out of the four groups, only one group was Chinese-educated. 
This proves that reservations concerning the approach do not come solely from the 
Chinese-educated community in Singapore.   
The most frequent reasons stated by those who supported the Bilingual 
Approach were that it would aid students’ understanding of Chinese words and that 
students would be more interested in learning Chinese. On the other hand, those 
who disagreed to the approach tended to view the approach as sullying the purity of 
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Chinese. They were also worried that it would be detrimental if students continue 
to “think in the English medium”. Another interesting thing to note is that almost 
30% of the respondents neither agreed nor disagreed. Many of these respondents 
recognized that the approach would help students understand Chinese words better 
but were held back from endorsing the approach as they felt that something 
important about Chinese (its culture, moral values etc.) would be lost if this 
approach was adopted. One thing noticeable from the discussion is that to many 
respondents, Mandarin is more than a system of sounds and words used for 
communication and is in fact highly valued as a cultural vehicle, especially among 
the Chinese-educated community and perhaps more surprisingly, among those in 
their teens. Through this evaluation of responses to the Bilingual Approach, we can 
see the interplay of linguistic and cultural convictions at work influencing reactions 
to the approach. 
 
4.2.14 SPECIFIC CONSIDERATIONS OF THE BILINGUAL APPROACH 
The questionnaire not only asked for the respondents’ approval or disapproval of 
the Bilingual Approach of teaching Chinese, it also investigated the respondents’ 
opinions concerning specific considerations of the approach such as the group of 
learners who should be taught using this approach, the uses of English in the 
Chinese language classroom, the people who are allowed to use English in the 
classroom and the duration that the Bilingual Approach should be adopted in the 
classroom. For each factor, the respondents were asked to indicate their views by 
 147
choosing one option out of four options. The results of the factors will be discussed 
below. 
Group of learners who should be taught using the Bilingual Approach 
 
The results of the question are presented in the table below. 







1: only those from English-
speaking families who are weak 
in Chinese 
31.3% 52.6% 33.3% 50.0% 42.3% 
2: all students weak in Chinese 28.1% 26.3% 43.3% 26.7% 30.8% 
3: every student (strong and weak 
in Chinese) 15.6% 7.9% 23.3% 0% 11.5% 
4: not applicable (should not use 
this Bilingual Approach) 25% 13.2% 0% 23.3% 15.4% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
 
Table 10 The Bilingual Approach: group of learners 
 The majority of respondents in groups 2 and 4 think that the Bilingual 
Approach should be used to help only those from English-speaking families who 
are weak in Chinese. It is interesting that almost equal proportions of respondents 
in each of groups 1 (31.3% and 28.1%) and 3 (33.3% and 43.3%) chose options 1 
and 2. This could reflect that respondents in groups 1 and 3 might have the view 
that many current students, even those who are not from English-speaking families, 
might be more proficient in English than Chinese and hence, the Bilingual 
Approach would aid their acquisition of Chinese. This interpretation is highly 
possible, especially with part of the responses coming from group 1 who are 
current students themselves.  
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 The fact that the proportion of respondents who chose option 3 were the 
least across groups 1, 2 and 4 shows that the respondents were generally not willing 
to see the Bilingual Approach being used for all students. It might be that they see 
no advantage of the Bilingual Approach being adopted for students strong in 
Chinese. However, the fact that a small proportion of the respondents chose the 
option means that there are people who believe that the Bilingual Approach would 
be useful even to those strong in Chinese. It is worth looking into the possibility of 
adopting this approach even for students who are strong in Chinese. Since one of 
Singapore’s educational outcomes is to develop the child into a bilingual, the use of 
both languages in the classroom merits consideration. It is worth highlighting that 
none of group 4’s respondents selected this option, giving proof that they are very 
reluctant to allow English to enter the Chinese language classroom. At most, they 
would allow this teaching approach to be used on those students from English-
speaking families who are weak in Chinese. Their reluctance to allow English in 
the Chinese language classroom is heightened by the fact that more than 20% of its 
respondents chose option 4. What is more striking is that more than 20% of group 
1’s respondents also chose option 4, suggesting that not only the Chinese-educated 
are against this idea, but many of the younger generation are resistant to this idea 
too.  
Overall, more than 70% of the respondents are of the view that the 
Bilingual Approach should be used to help those who are weak in Chinese. About 
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40% of these respondents feel that it should be restricted to those from English-
speaking families whereas 30% feel that it should be extended to all students who 
are weak in Chinese. Relatively smaller proportions of respondents (about 12% and 
15% respectively) either feel that the approach can be used for every student or 
object to the use of the approach entirely.  
 
Uses of English in the Chinese language classroom 
 
The results of this question are presented in the table below. 
 







1: explain meanings of Chinese 
words 62.5% 57.9% 56.7% 66.7% 60.8% 
2: communicate with the teachers 
or students 6.3% 0% 0% 3.3% 2.3% 
3: do all of the above, as and when 
teachers and students find it 
helpful 
15.6% 34.2% 43.3% 10.0% 26.2% 
4: not applicable (should not use 
this Bilingual Approach) 15.6% 7.9% 0% 20.0% 10.8% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
 
Table 11 The Bilingual Approach: Uses of English in the Chinese language 
classroom 
 
 The majority of respondents in each group chose option 1. This meant that 
most respondents would like to restrict the use of English in the Chinese lesson to 
the explanation of meanings of Chinese words. The next popular option (for all 
groups except group 4) was to use English both to explain meanings and for 
communication purposes. For group 4, the second popular option was option 4, 
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proving once again the reluctance of a fraction of its respondents towards 
supporting the Bilingual Approach.  
 Overall, about 61% of respondents would like to restrict the use of English 
to just the explanation of meanings of Chinese words. Only a very small fraction 
(2%) of respondents would restrict the use of English for communication purposes. 
About 26% of respondents are open to the Bilingual Approach being used both to 
explain meanings and to communicate within the classroom. About 11% of 
respondents object to the approach entirely. The fact that the proportion of 
respondents who chose option 1 was more than double that who chose option 3 
meant that there are many respondents who are unwilling to allow English to be 
used freely in the Chinese language classroom and probably do not want teachers 
and students to over-rely on it.  
 
People who should be allowed to use English in the classroom 
 
The results of this question are illustrated in the table below. 
 







1: only teachers 18.8% 13.2% 6.7% 30.0% 16.9% 
2: only students 0% 0% 0% 3.3% 0.8% 
3: both teachers and students  59.4% 76.3% 93.3% 40.0% 67.7% 
4: not applicable (should not use 
this Bilingual Approach) 18.8% 10.5% 0% 26.7% 13.8% 
Missing answers 3.1% - - - 0.8% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
 
Table 12 The Bilingual Approach: Who can use English in the classroom  
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The majority of respondents in each group chose option 3. This means that 
most respondents are open to the idea of both teachers and students using English 
in the classroom. Group 3 is most supportive of this idea, with the highest 
percentage (93.3%) of respondents who chose this option whereas group 4 is least 
supportive of this idea, with the lowest percentage (40.0%) of respondents choosing 
this option. Relatively small proportions of respondents in groups 1, 2 and 3 (less 
than 20% each) think that only teachers should be allowed to use English in the 
Chinese language classroom. 30% of group 4’s respondents feel that only teachers 
should use English. This could possibly be due to the mentality that teachers are 
superior over students and hence teachers should be the ones retaining control over 
the use of English as a tool in the classroom. Corroborating what I have discussed 
earlier, group 4 is most resistant towards this Bilingual Approach (with close to 
27% choosing option 4) whereas group 3 is most supportive towards this approach 
(none of its respondents chose option 4).  
 Overall, about 68% of respondents feel that both teachers and students 
should be allowed to use English in the Chinese language classroom. This is about 
four times the percentage of respondents who feel that only teachers should use 
English. Around 14% of respondents indicated their resistance towards the 
Bilingual Approach and only about 1% of the respondents felt that only students 
should use English. Only 1 respondent did not answer the question. 
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Duration of the Bilingual Approach  
 
The results of this question are presented in the following table. 
 







1: until students have shown an 
interest in learning Chinese 0% 10.5% 13.3% 6.7% 7.7% 
2: until students have improved 
their Chinese 9.4% 21.1% 16.7% 16.7% 16.2% 
3: as long as it is still helpful in any 
way to the students 68.8% 55.3% 70.0% 40.0% 58.5% 
4: not applicable (should not use 
this Bilingual Approach) 21.9% 13.2% 0% 33.3% 16.9% 
Missing answers - - - 3.3% 0.8% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
 
Table 13 The Bilingual Approach: Duration of the Bilingual Approach 
  
The majority of respondents in each group feel that the Bilingual Approach 
should be in use as long as it is still helpful in any way to the students. A sizeable 
proportion of group 4’s respondents (33.3%) oppose the use of the Bilingual 
Approach. Group 3 is most supportive of this approach, with none in the group 
choosing option 4.  
 Overall, more than half of the respondents chose option 3. The percentage 
of respondents who feel that the approach should be continued till the students have 
improved their Chinese is about twice the percentage of those who feel that the 
approach should be continued till the students have shown an interest in learning 
Chinese. This could possibly reflect the result-oriented mindset of people as they 
expect to see a positive effect of the approach (in terms of improvement in 
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linguistic ability) before ceasing the use of the approach. About 17% of 
respondents oppose the approach and 1 respondent did not answer the question. 
 
4.3 FACTORS AFFECTING ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE 
BILINGUAL APPROACH 
 
The questionnaire included a wide variety of variables to obtain background 
knowledge of the respondents (e.g. exact age of respondents, proficiencies in 
language skills etc.) and to acquire views on related issues surrounding the 
Bilingual Approach (e.g. language purity, importance of factors contributing to 
language acquisition etc.). By carrying out a regression analysis of these variables, 
the following factors are found to contribute significantly to respondents’ attitudes 
towards the Bilingual Approach:  
 
1) Usefulness of English in transmitting Chinese culture 
2) Language purity 
3) Importance of medium of instruction in language acquisition 
4) Importance of government in language acquisition 
 
These factors are ranked in order of importance. It is significant that the usefulness 
of English to transmit Chinese culture should be the top factor in affecting attitudes 
towards the Bilingual Approach. This reveals that the issue of Chinese culture and 
its relation with the English language plays a critical role in how people respond to 
the Bilingual Approach.  
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 Language purity also plays a part in whether people approve or disapprove 
of the Bilingual Approach. This confirms my earlier hypothesis that more complex 
issues are at stake than merely approval or disapproval of the approach. It also 
highlights the point that besides simply telling people the positive results of the 
approach through programme evaluation, there is a more important need of 
changing mindsets should we want to encourage people to support the approach.  
The other two factors of the importance of medium of instruction and 
government in language acquisition would understandably affect attitudes towards 
the approach since the approach is about making changes to the medium of 
instruction in the classroom and the schools are under the jurisdiction of the state. 
For example, if one thinks that the medium of instruction and the government are 
unimportant to language acquisition, the person is unlikely to support the Bilingual 
Approach.  
In all, attitudes towards the Bilingual Approach are dependent on views 
related to culture and language (e.g. whether English can help to transmit Chinese 
culture, language purity) and views on factors contributing to language acquisition. 
These findings are also corroborated by my earlier analysis of the sentence 
completion responses in which respondents gave reasons for their reactions towards 











5.1  PRELIMINARY CONCLUSION 
 
This study sets out to examine responses of Singaporean Chinese towards the 
Bilingual Approach in order to reveal the intimate interplay between language 
ideologies and receptiveness to a language teaching approach. Before I conclude 
the study, let me recap on its key findings: 
1. The motivations for wanting to improve one’s proficiency in English were 
utilitarian in orientation whereas the ones for Chinese were both 
pragmatically driven and culturally based. Given the fact that English is 
becoming the first language of many children in Singapore as discussed in 
section 1.5, it is surprising that the younger generation (groups 1 and 2) 
wanted to improve their Chinese for ethnic and cultural reasons.  
2. The reasons cited by respondents who wanted to improve their children’s 
proficiencies in the languages were similarly polarized according to the 
above observation.  
3. More than half of the respondents associated English with high prestige and 
commercial value. A fraction of the respondents found Chinese a more 
affective language than English. However, nearly half of the respondents 
felt that English and Chinese were equal in terms of their affective functions.  
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4. Group 4 least felt that English is useful to learn and improve Chinese and 
improve attitudes towards Chinese learning whereas group 3 most felt so. 
This shows that for the older generation, the stream of education does affect 
their responses to the Bilingual Approach. Across groups, the respondents 
were more optimistic that the Bilingual Approach would help improve 
attitudes towards Chinese language learning than help students to learn and 
improve their Chinese. 
5. Group 4 least felt that English is useful in transmitting Chinese culture 
whereas group 3 most felt so. This reinforces the earlier observation that for 
the older generation, the stream of education affects their responses to the 
Bilingual Approach. Groups 1 and 2 shared similar views on the role that 
English can play in teaching Chinese language and Chinese culture. 
However, group 1 believed more strongly than group 2 that Chinese 
language plays a dominant role in transmitting Chinese culture. While 
group 1 was open to the role that English can play in teaching Chinese 
language and Chinese culture, it still believed that Chinese language plays a 
dominant role in transmitting Chinese culture. Across all groups, there was 
a negative correlation between the beliefs that English language is useful in 
transmitting Chinese culture and the dominant role of Chinese in 
transmitting Chinese culture. This suggests that the respondents perceived a 
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dichotomy in terms of the roles that English and Chinese can play in 
transmitting Chinese culture. 
6. Group 1 subscribed significantly more to the idea of language purity than 
groups 2 and 3. This shows that it does not mean that the older a person is, 
the stronger his idea of language purity. Groups 1 and 4 which were equally, 
if not more proficient in Chinese relative to English believed more strongly 
in language purity than groups 2 and 3 which were more proficient in 
English than in Chinese. The belief in language purity was also found to be 
positively correlated with the belief that Chinese language is dominant in 
transmitting Chinese culture as the latter might be a manifestation of 
language purity ideology. On the other hand, the belief in language purity 
was negatively correlated with the belief that English is useful in 
transmitting Chinese culture. An interesting observation is that this negative 
correlation was not observed for group 1. One possible reason postulated is 
that although group 1 believed strongly in language purity, it might also 
have seen the pragmatic advantage of using English in aiding understanding 
of Chinese culture, hence facilitating the transmission of Chinese culture. 
7. Groups 1, 2 and 3 ranked students and family as the first and second most 
important factor in language acquisition respectively whereas group 4 
ranked family and the public as the first and second most important factor. 
This illustrates the tendency of the Chinese-educated to place more 
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emphasis on the environment rather than the individual. Across all the 
groups, the government and medium of instruction were rated as relatively 
less important factors in language acquisition.  
8. Only half of the respondents agreed to the Bilingual Approach. 
Reservations concerning the approach did not come only from the Chinese-
educated community in Singapore. While many recognized that the 
approach would help students understand Chinese words better, they also 
felt that something important about Chinese (its culture, moral values etc.) 
would be lost. Mandarin was highly valued as a cultural vehicle especially 
among the Chinese-educated community and among the teens. About 40% 
of respondents felt that the Bilingual Approach should be restricted to those 
from English-speaking families whereas 30% felt that it should be extended 
to all students who are weak in Chinese. About 61% of respondents would 
like to restrict the use of English to the explanation of meanings of Chinese 
words alone. About 68% of respondents felt that both teachers and students 
should be allowed to use English in the Chinese language classroom. About 
59% of respondents felt that the approach should be continued as long as it 
is still helpful in any way to the students.  
 
In all, we have seen that language ideologies such as language purity affect 
responses to the Bilingual Approach through influencing the way that people view 
the English language and the Chinese language in relation to each other and the 
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roles that they can each play in transmitting Chinese culture. We have also seen 
how the belief in language purity is not necessarily related to age. Greater 
proficiency in Chinese relative to English seems to influence the belief in language 
purity in a positive direction.  
Among the older generation, it has been found that the stream of education 
creates opposing reactions to the Bilingual Approach. The English-educated were 
most optimistic that English is useful to help students learn and improve Chinese, 
improve attitudes towards Chinese learning and transmit Chinese culture whereas 
the Chinese-educated were least positive about it.  
In addition, I also made some interesting observations about group 1, the 
youngest group of respondents in my study. Unlike what I hypothesized, the 
younger generation did not react more positively to the Bilingual Approach. In fact, 
about 40% of group 1 respondents were ambivalent about the approach, conflicted 
by both pragmatic and cultural considerations. They also did not devalue the role 
that Chinese language plays in transmitting Chinese culture as they were the group 
with the second highest mean score for the relevant likert-scale. Nevertheless, as 
hypothesized, there was a relatively high proportion of younger generation (about 
22%) who were resistant to the Bilingual Approach because of a ‘purist’ view of 
language as reflected in their sentence completion answers. It was also found that 
although group 1 believed that Chinese language plays a dominant role in 
transmitting Chinese culture and believed strongly in language purity, it was open 
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to the idea that English can play a part in teaching Chinese language and Chinese 
culture. I have suggested that this might be due to the pragmatic advantage of using 




The linguistic and cultural divide between the older generation of English –
educated and Chinese-educated Singaporeans have resulted in a difference in 
responses to the Bilingual Approach. However, the difference in responses is 
ideologically based, rather than rationally founded. It is difficult to override these 
ideologies and differing views will surface whenever there is an issue that involves 
the relationship between English and Chinese.  
However, we need to bear in mind that although the younger generation of 
Singaporean Chinese do bear some of the old baggage of language ideologies such 
as language purity (especially with reference to Chinese language and Chinese 
culture), the nature of this baggage is changing and getting more complex as the 
younger generation of Singaporean Chinese face both the influences of the East and 
the West in terms of education and the media. For example, although group 1 
believed strongly in language purity, it still recognized that English can play a part 
in transmitting Chinese culture. This may be a manifestation that the younger 
generation of Singaporean Chinese are in a kind of dichotomy, laden with the 
language ideological baggage of the older generation and the ‘neutral language’ 
versus ‘mother tongue’ argument of the government but at the same time, coming 
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to terms with their own bilingual profiles and the bilingual reality of Singapore 
society today. The equation of “one language = one race = one culture” is 
inadequate to deal with the complexity of reality and to stick to it, may in fact put a 
barrier to stop people from learning the language (in this case, Chinese) as the 
equation suggests segregation of languages and an over-simplistic view of the 
relationship between language and culture in multilingual societies today. In 
conclusion, there is a need to re-look at the portrayal of the relationship between 
language and culture in multilingual Singapore today and devise suitable 
pedagogies to deal with the differing linguistic profiles of the younger generation 
today.  
 
5.2  LIMITATIONS 
 
Through responses to the Bilingual Approach of teaching Chinese Language, the 
study has attempted to examine language attitudes towards Chinese-English 
bilingualism. There are basically two kinds of attitudes, overt or conscious, and 
covert or unconscious. Direct measurements take the form of questionnaires which 
rely on self-reports whereas indirect measurements are those which infer attitudes 
from reactions and responses to stimuli where the subject is unaware of the aim of 
the investigation (Pakir, 1998b).  
An example of indirect measurement of attitudes is the matched guise 
technique. This technique typically involves sets of speakers who are equally 
competent in more than one language variety reading the same text in different 
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language versions. Respondents listen to the recordings of the speakers without 
being aware that they are listening to the same speaker or the same set of speakers. 
They are then asked to evaluate the speaker on several attributes such as 
intelligence, friendliness and sincerity. Studies on accents and dialects have been 
successfully conducted using this technique. The current study has relied mainly on 
questionnaires as a direct measurement of language attitudes.  
While I recognize that there may be a discrepancy between attitudes and 
behaviour (Pakir, 1998b), I have chosen to employ a direct method of measurement 
as the best option available because the indirect measurements of language attitudes 
are not appropriate for my research topic. The indirect measurements such as the 
matched guise technique and observations of language use and behaviour in a range 
of social contexts are more suitable for research that investigates language use in 
different domains or subjective attitudes towards languages and towards speakers 
of these languages. Responses to a teaching method (e.g. the Bilingual Approach) 
which may manifest language ideologies such as language purity can hardly be 
obtained simply by observations. As Adegbija (2000: 78) points out, “a 
combination of approaches, adapted to suit the purpose of a particular line of 
research, seems to be the most prudent strategy to adopt in language-attitudes 
research.” Therefore, for the purpose of this study, I have chosen to employ a 
mixture of methodology - questionnaire and interview. The accuracy of the data 
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obtained through the questionnaires and interviews would have to be taken in good 
faith.  
It also has to be stated that while some may differentiate attitudes 
(evaluative and affective) from beliefs (cognitive) (Ammon, 1989), I have chosen 
to use the term “attitude” in this study as a generic term which encompasses the 
cognitive, evaluative and affective components. There may be differences between 
these components but the research instruments that have been employed in this 
study are not sharp enough to bring them out.  
Moreover, it has to be stated that the results of this study cannot be over 
generalized to the Singaporean Chinese population due to its small sample size. 
However, it provides a good indication of some language ideologies commonly 
held by Singaporean Chinese and their changing diverse profiles. The study has 
looked at responses of Singaporean Chinese towards the Bilingual Approach. 
Further studies could be done to examine the attitudes of teachers and students who 
are directly affected by the Bilingual Approach.  
 
5.3 FINAL REMARKS 
 
This study has uncovered language attitudes towards Chinese-English bilingualism 
through responses to the Bilingual Approach of teaching Chinese Language. In the 
process, it has revealed that language ideologies such as language purity are 
prevalent in Singapore. The study has also called for a re-look at the way the 
relationship between language and culture has been portrayed in Singapore so that 
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it will better match up to the linguistic and cultural reality of Singapore’s present 
society. The study has made some suggestions concerning the implementation of 
the Bilingual Approach in the classrooms which include looking into the translation 
method for teaching and assessment purposes, extending the Bilingual Approach to 
students who are strong in Chinese and educating parents on how they can work 
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I am Andrea, a research graduate student from the National University of 
Singapore. The aim of this present research is to understand the opinions of 
Singaporean Chinese towards bilingualism and Chinese language learning. All 
information from this survey will be invaluable to my research.  
 
Thank you for agreeing to be one of the respondents for this survey. Please 
complete the following questionnaire honestly, giving due consideration to each 
item. Kindly answer all the questions. Your cooperation in completing this 
questionnaire is truly appreciated.  
 
Please be assured of the following: 
 
1. There is no right or wrong answer. Please select the answer that most truly 
reflects your personal opinion. 
2.  All information collected in the survey is confidential. No information identifying 




For Questions 1-6, please write your answers in the blanks provided. 
1. Nationality:  __________________ 
 
2. Ethnicity:   __________________ 
 
3. Age: __________________ 
 
4. Gender: __________________ 
 
5. Occupation: __________________ 
 







7. Please tick ( ) to indicate your answer.  
 
* The “medium of instruction” refers to the language that the school uses to teach 
most of the subjects 
 
 






   
b. Secondary School    
c. ITE    
d. Polytechnic    
e. Junior College    
f. Pre-U Centre    
g. University    
h. 




   
 
 
8. Please complete the following table. Please do not write in the grey boxes.  
 
 
How you MAINLY learnt to speak or write the language  
 
(Please tick to indicate your answer(s). You may tick 
more than one answer.) 
 
Language used 










































       
Chinese 
 












       
 
 
9.  Please write in the boxes the languages used in your communication with the 
following people. Please write ‘NA’ if not applicable. 
 
* You may indicate more than one. For ease, you may use the following 
abbreviations: 
   E- English; 
   C- Chinese; 
   D- Chinese dialects 
    







*Language(s) spoken to you *Language(s) spoken by you 
a. Father   
b. Mother   
c. Brothers and/or 
Sisters 
  
d. Grandparents   
e. Husband or Wife   
f. Children   
g. Maid   
h. Close Friends   
i. Colleagues   
j. Others whom you 
communicate with 







10. Please list in order the languages which you speak, from the most frequent to 
the least frequent.  
 















11. Please circle (     ) to indicate your answer. 
     
    
Strongly  












a. I can listen well in Chinese. 5 4 3 2 1 
b.  I can speak well in Chinese. 5 4 3 2 1 
c.     I can read well in Chinese. 5 4 3 2 1 
d.     I can write well in Chinese. 5 4 3 2 1 
e. I can listen well in English. 5 4 3 2 1 
f. I can speak well in English. 5 4 3 2 1 
g.     I can read well in English. 5 4 3 2 1 
h.     I can write well in English. 5 4 3 2 1 
 
 
12. Please circle (     ) to indicate your answer. 
  Please provide reasons for your answers in the blanks provided. 
 
    
Strongly     












a. I would like to improve my Chinese. 5 4 3 2 1 
       Reason(s): _______________________________________________________ 




I would like my child to 
improve his/her Chinese. 
(Please ignore if not 
applicable.)  
5 4 3 2 1 
Reason(s): _______________________________________________________ 
d. 
I would like my child to 
improve his/her English. 
(Please ignore if not 
applicable.) 




13. For each statement (a-g), please put a tick ( ) in only one of the three boxes. 
The tick indicates that you agree that the named language has the following 
characteristics. The comparisons in the statements are made with respect to 
English and Chinese. 
 
  English Chinese Both equal 
a. makes the person who speaks it more powerful    
b. is more high-class    
c. is more useful commercially    
d. is easier to learn    
e. is nicer to listen to    
 f. creates friendliness more easily    
g. creates closeness more easily    
 
 
Thank you for your patience in doing the questionnaire so far. 
 
 
For the subsequent questions, I would like to hear your opinions regarding a 
particular teaching approach. Please allow me to briefly talk about it now. 
 
 
The Singapore Ministry of Education (MOE) announced the start of a pilot project 
known as the “Bilingual Approach to the Teaching of Chinese Language” in 
January 2002. In this project, English is used as a supplemental tool during 
Chinese lessons (e.g. teachers can use English to explain Chinese characters, 
students can ask questions in English etc). Chinese is still the main medium of 
instruction in these lessons. This pilot project is targeted at students from English-
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speaking families who face difficulties in learning Chinese. It is meant as a 
transitional tool and the use of English in Chinese lessons will decrease as the 
students’ Chinese improve. It is currently being tried out at 4 primary schools and 
1 secondary school. 
 
 
For Questions 14-23, I would like to hear your personal opinions regarding this 
bilingual teaching approach. The “students” in the questions refer to students from 
English-speaking families who face difficulties in learning Chinese, unless 
otherwise stated. 
 




     
If English is used to help teach 
Chinese,  
   
Strongly  













it will help students to 
understand the meanings of 
Chinese words. 
5 4 3 2 1 
b. students will still continue to use English instead of Chinese. 5 4 3 2 1 
c. little Chinese will be learnt. 5 4 3 2 1 
d. students will do better in their Chinese than before. 5 4 3 2 1 
e. it is hard to explain Chinese proverbs using English. 5 4 3 2 1 
f. 
students will do better in both 
their English and Chinese than 
before. 












If English is used to help teach 
Chinese,  
   
Strongly  












a. students will want to learn Chinese. 5 4 3 2 1 
b. students will be more interested in learning Chinese. 5 4 3 2 1 
c. students will feel more at ease in learning Chinese. 5 4 3 2 1 
d. students will feel less frightened of learning Chinese. 5 4 3 2 1 
e. students will gain confidence in learning Chinese. 5 4 3 2 1 
f. students will dare to use Chinese more. 5 4 3 2 1 
 
 
* For Questions 16-18,  “culture” refers to the customs and the arts of a particular 





If English is used to help teach 
Chinese,  
   
Strongly  












a. students will lose out on most of the Chinese *culture. 5 4 3 2 1 
b. students will still be able to understand Chinese culture. 5 4 3 2 1 
c. the Chinese cultural concepts will be changed. 5 4 3 2 1 
d. students will start to appreciate Chinese culture. 5 4 3 2 1 
e. students will lose out on some of the Chinese culture. 5 4 3 2 1 
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f. 
English will be able to provide 
very accurate explanations for 
Chinese cultural concepts. 






   
Strongly  













To practice Chinese culture, 
Chinese language plays a very 
important part. 
5 4 3 2 1 
b. 
Knowledge of Chinese culture 
depends mainly on Chinese 
language. 
5 4 3 2 1 
c. 
Practice of Chinese culture 
depends mainly on other 
factors (e.g. family practice and 
personal interest), not Chinese 
language. 
5 4 3 2 1 
d. 
For some students, Chinese 
language can be such a pain 
that it drives them away from 
learning Chinese culture. 
5 4 3 2 1 
e.  
To retain Chinese culture in 
yourself, you must know 
Chinese language. 
5 4 3 2 1 
f. English can be used to teach Chinese moral values. 5 4 3 2 1 
g. English can be used to teach Chinese culture. 5 4 3 2 1 
h. Only Chinese can be used to teach Chinese culture. 5 4 3 2 1 










   
Strongly  












a. Only English should be used in English lessons. 5 4 3 2 1 
b. Using English to help teach Chinese is impure. 5 4 3 2 1 
c. Only Chinese should be used in Chinese lessons. 5 4 3 2 1 





To help students learn Chinese,  
   
Strongly  













the medium of instruction  (i.e. 
using English and Chinese) is 
the decisive factor. 
5 4 3 2 1 
b. 
changing the medium of 
instruction is an important step, 
though not a decisive one. 
5 4 3 2 1 
c. 
changing the medium of 
instruction does not help to 
solve the problem at all. 
5 4 3 2 1 
d. 
changing the medium of 
instruction helps but does not 
solve the roots of the problem. 












To help students learn Chinese,  
   
Strongly  













parents should encourage their 
children to learn Chinese (e.g. 
using media and books ).  
5 4 3 2 1 
b. 
parents should have positive 
attitudes towards Chinese 
themselves. 
5 4 3 2 1 
c. 
parents should create a 
conducive home environment 
by speaking Chinese 
themselves. 
5 4 3 2 1 
d. the family environment plays the most important role. 5 4 3 2 1 
e. 
the government should persuade 
parents to speak Chinese at 
home. 
5 4 3 2 1 
f. the schools should treat Chinese as an important subject. 5 4 3 2 1 
g. 
the schools should make 
available an option of an easier 
syllabus of Chinese. 
5 4 3 2 1 
h. school teachers should explain Chinese passages vividly. 5 4 3 2 1 
i. 
the students must have positive 
attitudes towards learning 
Chinese. 
5 4 3 2 1 
j. it is good if the students’ friends speak Chinese. 5 4 3 2 1 
k. 
public (includes everyone in the 
society) perception of Chinese 
must change to a positive one. 









21. Please circle (     ) to indicate your answer. 
 
English can be used in Chinese lessons. Agree/ Disagree/  
 
Neither agree nor disagree 
 
 
22. For each statement (a-d), please put a tick ( ) in only one of the four boxes. 
The tick indicates that you agree most with the option.  
 
  
a.     English should be used to help teach Chinese 
 only for those students from English-speaking families who are weak in 
Chinese 
 for all students who are weak in Chinese  
 for every student (both strong and weak in Chinese) 
 not applicable (i.e. English should not be used to help teach Chinese at all.) 
 
 
b.     English can be used to  
 explain the meanings of Chinese words when students face great difficulty 
in understanding the Chinese explanation 
 communicate with the teachers or students during Chinese lesson 
 do all of the above, as and when the teachers and the students find it 
helpful 
 not applicable (i.e. English should not be used to help teach Chinese at all.) 
 
c.     English can be used by 
 only teachers 
 only students 
 both teachers and students 
 not applicable (i.e. English should not be used to help teach Chinese at all.) 
 
 
d.     We should use English to help teach Chinese 
 until the students have shown an interest in learning Chinese 
 until the students have improved their Chinese 
 as long as it is still helpful in any way to the students 
 not applicable (i.e. English should not be used to help teach Chinese at all.) 
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23. Please list down the main reasons why you agree or disagree to using English 
in Chinese lessons. If you neither agree nor disagree, please indicate your 
reasons too. 
 




























Thank you for completing the questionnaire. If you have any further questions 
about the survey, please email me at g0306172@nus.edu.sg. Should there be a 
need to contact you on matters regarding this survey, I would really appreciate it if 
you could provide the following information. Please be assured that these 
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